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	1. In Which Strangers Arrive at Hogwarts

"Hurry up!" Aldrego yelled. "We'll be late to the train and it will be _your_ fault!"

"Coming, hold your hippogriffs!" Elspeth retorted as she finished brushing her hair. She ran down the stairs, tripping at the last stair.

"Ready to go?" Yury asked his grandchildren after a chuckle. After being answered with nods, he grabbed Elspeth's trunk and headed out the front door.

Elspeth and Aldrego Karkaroff were twins; having been expelled from the Durmstrang Institute, today was the day that they were set to catch the train to Hogwarts to begin their sixth year of school at the next closest school of Witchcraft and Wizardry. They climbed into the back of the carriage that their grandparents had arranged (which was quite a squeeze due to the large size of their grandmother, Olga) and set off for a fresh start.

"Now I'm _telling_ you," started Olga, "_behave. _Your parents may have been encouraging of your questionable behaviours at Durmstrang while they were alive, but I will _not _be tolerating any of it."

The deaths of Elspeth and Aldrego's parents happened very close to their expulsion - it was a bad year for the twins. Their parents had been followers of the dark wizard Grindelwald, and killed in a battle in Scotland. Just two months after their deaths, they were expelled (or more precisely, Elspeth was) and sent to live with their grandparents who resided in the countryside, an hour out of London.

"Yes, Nan." Elspeth muttered. Elspeth resented living with her grandparents. While her parents were fanatics of the Dark Arts, her grandparents were quite the opposite. She craved consistency.

"And no mingling with the wrong crowds, you hear?" Yury added.

"Yes, Pop." Aldrego muttered. Of the two siblings, Aldrego was the gentle, shy one. He was a sheep, easily manipulated by others. This is precisely what had lead to their expulsion - he had gotten in over his head and Elspeth had come to his rescue just in time to be caught cursing a fellow student (rather brutally) by the headmaster.

"I'm going to miss having you two around. Be _sure_ to send us an owl a week - _each." _Olga nagged. The nagging continued all the way to Kings Cross Station, "attend all of your classes", "be sure to wear clean underwear _every _day", "protect your sister", "and for the love of Merlin, _don't jinx anybody_".

By the time they had arrived, Elspeth and Aldrego were nearly escaping through the carriage windows. Yury unloaded their luggage and they headed into the station. Once they reached platforms nine and ten, Olga wrapped the twins into a very tight hug and kissed them on the foreheads.

"This is where we leave you. To reach the platform, run at this wall here." Olga explained. Seeing the looks on their faces, she added, "Don't worry, you won't hurt yourselves, you'll go straight through to platform nine and three-quarters."

"Thanks Nan and Pop," Elspeth said, hugging her grandfather. She grabbed her trolley with her luggage and tawny owl Gypsy, and ran at the wall without looking back. As she was about to make contact with the wall, she braced, expecting a slam and a great deal of pain. But nothing came, her grandparent's advice was spot on and she went straight through.

She opened her eyes to see a huge crowd of young students, most of which were already in their uniforms. Giggles, crying, yelling, meowing and hooting echoed at the platform, quite a drastic change to the activity (or lack there of) on platform nine. Elspeth quickly backed away from the wall and seconds later her brother materialised. After letting him take in the new atmosphere, they set off to find a compartment on the train. They found an empty one towards the end of the train and scrambled in, Aldrego packing away the luggage.

"We did it!" Aldrego exclaimed triumphantly as they sat down.

"Remember what Dippet said in his letters, Drego. We _transferred _to Hogwarts after our parents died. No one needs to know about what happened at Durmstrang," Elspeth said for the hundredth time.

"Relax, we got this," Drego put his feet up on the seat and took out a chocolate frog from his pocket. "It'll be fine, we'll keep our heads down, make it through the next two years duel free, and go and join Grindelwald's movement just like Mother and Father wanted."

Smiling, Elspeth took out her Hogwarts robes. "I don't know how you keep getting those frogs. Turn around, we'll take turns getting changed."

"Elle, look!" Aldrego called. Pointing frantically with his face pressed against the compartment window. "We're stopping!"

It had just turned nightfall as the Hogwarts Express pulled into Hogsmeade station. The instant the train pulled to a halt, Aldrego had the compartment doors open and jumped out onto the platform. "Pass me your things," he called to Elspeth.

Once they and their belongings were off the train, the twins found themselves stuck in a sea of teenagers. To the front of the platform they could hear a man yelling, "First-Years, this way please! To the front! First-years!" Not knowing if this meant them or not, they followed the voice. As they pushed through the crowd, they found the man to whom the voice belonged.

"Excuse me," Elspeth called, "Sir, please-"

"Hmm? A bit old to be first-years aren't you?" The ginger, rugged man asked. Tall and scarred with a mane of a beard that made him look like a lion, the man was quite intimidating.

"We're new here - sixth years - transfer students."

"Oh. Hmm. Dippet mentioned you," he looked over the crowd and waved, "BONES! BONES, OVER HERE!"

A boy slightly older than them slowly pushed his way through the students over to them.

"Professor Kettleburn," the boy called Bones greeted, "are these the new students?"

"Yes - take them to a carriage and take them to the castle, would you?"

Bones addressed the twins, "follow me, down this path, follow the crowd."

Once they were up the hill and things were quieter, they received a proper introduction. "I'm Edward, Edward Bones. I'm Head Boy this year, pleasure to meet you. You must be the Karkaroffs?"

"Yes," Drego responded, "nice to meet you." They were in sight of the carriages now.

"Your carriages are drawn by thestrals?" Elspeth enquired.

"Oh, yes," Edward looked surprised, "you're one of the few students who can see them, I see."

"See what?" Aldrego interjected.

"Don't worry," Elspeth said rolling her eyes.

"Climb on up then, I'll get your things", Edward immediately started packing the carriage. "I can take three more up here," he called to the line of students behind them.

A girl and two very different looking boys around the twins age approached, leaving their things with Edward before climbing into the carriage. One of the boys was young looking, and blond, while the other was taller, with dark hair and a menacing look.

"Don't hurt yourself now!" The tall boy sneered to Edward sarcastically, getting a laugh from the other two students. "That trunk looks a bit heavy for you, four eyes."

"Can it, Dolohov, or you won't make it to the feast!" Once the trunks were on, Edward joined them on the carriage, and they were off. The castle was in view now, windows glowing in the distance. Elspeth's heart was racing. What if they couldn't make any friends? What if they were bullied for being new? What if they got sorted into Hufflepuff? Or worst of all, what if they were sorted into separate houses?

"I don't recognise you," the boy called Dolohov said, "what year are you? You don't look like first or second years."

"Um, we'll be sixth years. We're transfers from Durmstrang." Elspeth explained shyly.

"Oh nice! Father almost sent me to Durmstrang. Wish he would've. They teach Dark Arts there don't they?" The blond boy asked excitedly.

"This is Malfoy," Dolohov gestured to the blond boy, "and this is Lestrange."

"Cordelia," the dark haired girl corrected. Even Elspeth had to admit she was beautiful. Tanned skin, dark hair and dark eyes, she had an exotic air around her.

"I'm Elspeth, this is my brother Aldrego, Karkaroff," Elspeth introduced.

"Karkaroff... I don't recognise the name," Lestrange pursed her lips, her eyes narrowing.

"You wouldn't. Our family comes from Russia. We'll be the first from our line to attend Hogwarts," Elspeth said, not liking the judgement already coming from Cordelia.

"So what, your blood is pure then?" Lestrange scoffed.

"Of course. Is yours?"

"Ladies, let's not bicker. The only half-blood here is Bones, isn't that right Eddy?" Dolohov said with a smirk.

"I'm warning you _Rolan_, any more drivel from you and you'll be heading straight to your dormitory hungry."

"As you say, Head Boy!" Dolohov teased. The rest of the trip from there was quiet, the twins were too mesmerised by the view of the castle growing closer. It looked more impressive than any of the pictures Elspeth had seen - taller, enchanting. She could almost feel the magic radiating from it.

When the carriage reached a stop at the gates, Dolohov was the first to jump out.

"My ladies," he offered up a hand to help Cordelia and Elspeth out, which Elspeth gratefully accepted. He also offered a hand to Edward, which earned him a scowl and a half.

"Come, I'll show you to the castle," Edward said, leading Elspeth and Aldrego through the gates up to the castle. The others drew back, Dolohov yelling out to some of their friends.

"Sorry about them, they're some of the most insufferable Slytherins you'll come across," Edward said, "you don't want to associate with them and their friends, trust me." Elspeth wasn't so sure, she found Dolohov quite charming. Aldrego on the other hand paid no attention, too in awe of the castle to respond.

"Welcome to Hogwarts," Edward lead them through the main doors into the entrance hall, which was just as mesmerising as one would expect. A grand staircase stood before them in the centre of the hall and branched off to many other staircases, Elspeth couldn't even see the roof. There were gargoyles, magnificent paintings, candles everywhere and the smell of food was to die for. "Through here, you'll line up behind the first-years, and will be sorted after them." Edward directed them to a room off of the hall.

"Thank you, we'll see you later", Drego said to Edward, before following Elspeth into the small room. They were just in time too, as they entered, a happy, wise looking man began to address the young students.

"Welcome to Hogwarts. I am Albus Dumbledore professor of Transfiguration here at Hogwarts. For the next seven years, this will be your home. Shortly, you will enter the Great Hall and sorted into your houses. Your houses will be your family here at Hogwarts; you will sleep in shared dormitories and share a common room with the rest of your houses. The four houses are Hufflepuff, Ravenclaw, Slytherin, and Gryffindor. Any misbehaving and you will lose your house points, just as good behaviour and achievements will earn you house points. All points go to your respective houses in the House Cup. At the end of the year, the house with the most points will win the House Cup, a prestigious honour. If there are no questions, you may follow me!" The doors to the Great Hall opened, and he lead them in.

Students lined the four long tables, different coloured flags above each. Candles floated high in the air, the room appearing to have no ceiling. Elspeth and Aldrego followed the young students nervously down the centre of the hall, trying to ignore the stares from fellow students.

They stopped in front of a hat on a stool, which proceeded to sing a very happy song indeed about the four houses before the sorting began, students being called one by one to the front to be sorted into houses by the hat.

Elspeth's hands were sweaty, her heart racing. The first years had finished being sorted. "Next we have two new transfer students from the Durmstrang Institute to start in their sixth year," Professor Dumbledore introduced, "first, Karkaroff, Aldrego!"

"Good luck", Elspeth whispered as Drego approached the hat.

He wasn't sitting long before the hat yelled, "SLYTHERIN!" The table of students in green cheered, with loud whooping from Dolohov.

_Oh no, my turn, _thought Elspeth.

"Karkaroff, Elspeth!" Dumbledore called.

Elspeth approached the hat, and sat down trying her best to ignore the other students.

_Ahh twins, I love twins, _a voice coming from the hat said. _Twins are always intriguing. Wherever should we put you? You certainly have the intelligence for Ravenclaw._

_Keep me with my brother, _Elspeth thought as loudly as she could, _keep me with my brother._

_Slytherin will lead only to trouble, I assure you, _the hat said, _now Gryffindor holds promise..._

_Please, please please, _she thought.

_Hufflepuff has more for you to gain than Slytherin... but if you must..._

"SLYTHERIN!" The hat called, Elspeth responding with a sigh of relief, before moving from the stool and hurrying over to where Aldrego had sat down. Dolohov had made room for him and scooted over further when the hat called her name.

"_Nice, _we got the set!" Dolohov shouted as she sat down.

"That brings the sorting to a conclusion, and now, for the feast!" Dumbledore called and waved his wand. A magnificent feast appeared down the centre of the table. Elspeth had never seen so much food. Durmstrang fed them well, but nothing they had been served there even compared. While Durmstrang taught discipline and a good diet, this feast had it all - healthy and unhealthy alike.

"Elle, pudding!" Drego nudged her before digging in.

After the quiet of eating, Dolohov continued talking. "Guys, guys, as you heard, these are the Karkaroffs, Karkaroffs, this is Ricardo Nott, Frederick Mulciber, Colin Rosier, and Walburga Black," he introduced, gesturing to each of his friends. "Oh and at the end there next to Lestrange is Tom, Tom Riddle, he's our years prefect."

Everyone said hello, except for the boy at the end, Tom. He looked up from his book, nodded, and quickly back to reading, evidently not interested. He was very attractive, Elspeth thought. Slim, with dark eyes and sharp cheek bones with jet black hair, he may have been the most attractive student at the table.

"And at the start of the table there flirting with the new students is Professor Slughorn. He's the Potions Master and head of the Slytherin House. You'll need to know him," Dolohov stated. Slughorn was an aging man, with a happy, plump looking face and fading brown hair. He quickly headed down the table, greeting certain students as he passed. "Speak of the devil."

Slughorn approached their group, "Ah, Dolohov, Lestrange, Malfoy, good to see you for the start of a new year! And two new students, what a pleasant surprise!" Slughorn exclaimed. "Tom, m'boy, do me a favour would you, could you show the new students to the common rooms and dormitories?"

Tom didn't look like he took in a word of what Slughorn had said, yet he looked up and smiled politely and responded, "of course Professor."

"Atta-boy! I look forward to catching up with you, Elspeth, and what was it?"

"Aldrego," my brother said.

"That's right! Well, I'll be seeing you in Potions!" Slughorn then trotted off up the table to speak to the seventh years.

"Let's go," Tom called quickly from down the table.

"Now?" Elspeth questioned. She still hadn't had dessert.

"Do you want to make it to the common room before midnight or not?" Tom said as if he were stating the obvious, his voice sharp. "If we wait until everyone leaves, it'll take much longer, and I have a busy night ahead."

He stood and started to walk away.

"Quick," Elspeth grabbed Drego's hand and pulled him up, following after Tom. Not wanting to make his apparent bad mood worse, she hurried.

"See you guys tomorrow!" Dolohov called after them. They waved and hurried out.

"Keep up," Tom called as they exited the Great Hall. Elspeth noticed that he was quite tall, with excellent posture, taller than her brother who was almost a head taller than her. They followed him through the Entrance Hall and through a corridor that lead to a staircase. "These stairs lead to the dungeons, where you will find the Potions classroom, along with our common room and dormitories."

The lighting grew darker, and adapted a green hue. "All the way to the end, and down again to the right," Tom continued as he lead them further down. "Notice that the lighting changes as we begin to head under the Lake."

Tom stopped walking suddenly at a dead end. "To open the door to the common room, you need a password, it changes every year, so _pay attention," _he said sternly, before adding, "Felix Felicis."

The wall that made the dead end in front of them moved inwards and slid to the right, opening an archway leading to a large luxurious room that looked nothing like a dungeon. Through the windows, Elspeth could see that they weren't ordinary windows - outside was underwater.

"Do _not_ forget the password. If I have to let you in at an ungodly hour because you forgot the password, I will be _very_ angry," Tom said in an emotionless tone, looking directly at Elspeth, his gaze intimidating. "You, Aldrego, boys dormitories are down to the right, and Elspeth, your dormitories are down to the left. As you enter you will find a door conveniently labelled 'sixth years'. Your things will already be at a bed, which will be yours. You may use the common room at any time, but you may _not_ bring in students from other houses, or any owls. You need to be back in the common room _no later than 9 o'clock. _If you are caught anywhere but here later than that, you will lose house points and earn yourself detention. Breakfast is in the Great Hall at 8am sharp, you will receive your timetables then. _Am I clear_?"

"Yes," Elspeth and Aldrego said in unison.

"Good. If you need anything else, I will be here in the common room, but please try and ask someone else first," with a final glare, Tom left them before they could add anything else and sat in a rather comfortable looking chair in the corner by the fire and went straight back to reading his book.

"Well," Elspeth started as the door to the common room opened again and first years started trailing in, bringing noise with them, "best be off to bed. We'll have a long day tomorrow."

"I'll meet you in the Great Hall in the morning for breakfast. Have a good sleep," Aldrego said before heading down to the dormitories.

Once Elspeth found her way to her things, she got changed straight away and hopped into bed. The last thoughts she had that night was that that Tom Riddle boy wasn't very nice.


	2. In Which Euphoria is Brewed

Elspeth woke the next morning in an awkward state of excited but nervous. Unable to sleep, she dedicated her morning to showering and making herself presentable for the day ahead. Once she was happy, she waited in the common room reading _Hogwarts: A History _until quarter to 8, before heading down to the Great Hall for breakfast. Much to her surprise, when she approached the Slytherin table, Drego was already there. Apparently he had slipped through the common room without her noticing.

"Hey, Karkaroff number two," Dolohov called sitting opposite to Aldrego, "Have a nice first night?"

"It was fine, thank you," Elspeth replied, taking a seat next to her brother. Drego seemed to have already found a friend in Dolohov, which made Elspeth rather envious. That's how it had always been - Aldrego would make the friends, and Elspeth would be left out. That is, until he needed her help.

"Did you see the giant squid this morning?" Drego asked excitedly, "out of the common room windows, it swam past!"

"I must have missed it," as Elspeth finished her sentence, a flock of owls flew overhead, some landing at their owners tables, some dropping mail as they passed over. Gypsy landed on the table next to Elspeth and Aldrego, carrying two letters, one addressed to each of them. "These must be our timetables." Without hesitation, Elspeth eagerly opened hers and compared with her brother.

"You're not doing Herbology? _Or Potions?" _

"Durmstrang never offered Care of Magical Creatures, or Astronomy. I thought I told you I was picking them instead," Drego replied.

"Hey, look, our timetables are almost the same!" Dolohov said excitedly to Elspeth, "Except you're doing Herbology, while I'm taking Ancient Runes."

"Is _anybody _doing Herbology?" Elspeth's heart sank. It had always been her favourite subject at Durmstrang.

"Not sure, it's not too popular here. Professor Beery isn't the greatest," Dolohov explained, "But I think Tom's doing it."

Elspeth looked down the table and noticed Tom sitting right where he was during the feast, completely engrossed in his book. Although she did notice that it was a different book to the one he was reading last night.

"Don't worry, I'm sure you'll fit right in with the Hufflepuffs," Cordelia laughed from down the table, which was met by a stern look from Tom.

After a hurried breakfast of eggs and toast, Aldrego and Elspeth headed off to Defence Against the Dark Arts following closely behind Dolohov and his friends. They seemed like quite the odd group - as if all of the misfits had been stuck with each other.

The class flew by - Professor Merrythought hadn't wasted anytime on introductions and set the class right into reading about nonverbal magic, before before giving quick quiz at the end of the lesson. "All in preparation for the next lesson's practical session," she'd said.

Once they were dismissed, Aldrego said goodbye to Elspeth and Dolohov, and headed off to Care of Magical Creatures, leaving them to head back down to the dungeons for Potions.

"Sorry Karkaroff, Lestrange and I have been lab partners since first-year. But I'm sure Slughorn will sort you out," Dolohov said after Elspeth mentioned not knowing anyone else in the class.

With a feeling of dread, Elspeth sat at a table in the front row of the dimly lit classroom, in hopes that Slughorn would notice her right away and wouldn't leave her by herself. However, before it came to that, she heard the chair next to her scrape against the stone floor as a boy sat next to her.

"This is my desk," Tom stated with a glare, "you'll have to move."

"Good thing we have a new student then!" Slughorn announced before Elspeth could even comprehend what Tom had said. "You won't have to work alone for a change, Tom!"

"My lucky day," he responded once Slughorn was out of earshot with a forced smile.

Once everyone was seated, Professor Slughorn turned to the board.

"Elixir to Induce Euphoria," he spoke as he wrote it on the board. "To start the new school year on a high note, this morning we'll be brewing liquid happiness. Turn to page 184 of your text books if you please!"

Elspeth fumbled with her book and found the right page; Tom didn't bother with his book.

_Elixir to Induce Euphoria_

Add shrivelfig  
>Allow potion to simmer until light yellow in colour<br>Add porcupine quills  
>Stir four times anti-clockwise<br>Add sopophorous beans  
>Add wormwood<br>Stir six times anti-clockwise

Her initial thought was that the potion seemed incredibly simple. On a second look, she realised the recipe gave close to no instructions at all. How many porcupine quills? How many beans? How much wormwood? Should the ingredients be cut or should they go in whole?

"I will give you one hour to brew your potions until presentation," Slughorn said. After a fair bit of protest from the students, he added, "now, now, this is meant to be a challenge. If you've paid attention in all your other classes, it shouldn't be too much of a struggle. Think of it as good practice for your N.E.W.T.s! The pair with the most impressive potion after one hour will win their house 25 points. You may begin!"

Panic started to set in. Elspeth hadn't been taught by Slughorn, how was expected to remember his classes?

"Get the ingredients. I'll set up the desk," Tom instructed.

The panic started to rise. "But - how much of each do I get? Where does Professor Slughorn keep the ingredients?"

"Fine, _you_ set up the desk, _I'll _get the ingredients," Tom said as he turned and left.

_Okay, this isn't too hard, _Elspeth told herself, _just find a knife, chopping board, mortar and pestle. _As she looked across the classroom, she saw Dolohov over by a cabinet on the other side of the room. She hurried over.

"Where do you keep the knives and things?" She asked.

"Everything you could possibly need is here," Dolohov said, gesturing to the cabinet. He grabbed two chopping boards from the top shelf and handed it to her. "Riddle not helping you?"

"He just said to get the desk ready."

He handed her two knives. "Here, this should do you for now. You can come back whenever you need to later."

"Thank you," she smiled and hurried back to the desk. Tom wasn't back yet, so she arranged the chopping board and knives neatly and waited.

When he came back, Tom dumped a box full of ingredients in the middle of the table.

"You didn't light the cauldron," he shot, taking out his wand and starting a small fire beneath it.

"Sorry." She murmured.

"Prepare the shrivelfig," Tom ordered. He pulled over the second chopping board and took out some green leaves from the box.

"That's not in the recipe," Elspeth recognised the plant straight away; Nan loved to cook with peppermint.

"There comes a time in life when one is required to use their initiative," he responded without looking at her. With his wand in hand he waved it at the knife which began briskly chopping the leaves.

Elspeth was wide eyed. "What was that?"

"A simple charm," Tom said, pouring a splash of water into the cauldron.

"Nonverbal? We haven't started practical work yet."

"_You _haven't," Tom said looking down at Elspeth. "And look, you haven't started with the shrivelfig yet, don't you listen?"

"Sorry," Elspeth murmured again. She grabbed the second knife and cut off it's stem, and began peeling it. Thankfully she had worked with shrivelfigs before, so she didn't feel completely useless. She handed it to Tom who tossed it into the pot, gave it a brief stir and let it sit.

"What prompted you to move from Durmstrang?" Tom questioned suddenly as Slughorn walked past their desk admiring the brewing potion.

"My parents died," Elspeth said quietly, "we had to move to stay with our grandparents. They live close to London, making Hogwarts the obvious choice." Elspeth had been rehearsing her story in her head for months, waiting for the first one to ask.

"How did they die?" Tom was staring at Elspeth intently, his eyes shining in the light. It was odd, normally Elspeth would have found the question from a stranger rude, but something in her head was telling her to tell him.

"In the Battle of Scotland."

"With Grindelwald?"

Elspeth nodded.

Tom stood up again and grabbed four porcupine quills from the box of ingredients and slowly, one by one, added them to the cauldron. He slowly stirred the potion four times anti-clockwise and sprinkled in the chopped peppermint leaves.

Tom didn't speak for a while after that. He seemed only interested in his potion. It was only when Elspeth went to cut up the beans that he paid any attention to her.

"Don't do that!" He said sharply, snatching the knife from her hands. "Here. Didn't Durmstrang teach you anything? Read a book for Merlin's sake. I'm sure I can trust you with that?" He thrust her her copy of their potions book, and pulled the beans on the chopping board towards him. He crushed them gently with the side of his knife before adding them to the potion. Without looking at her, he sliced up the wormwood and threw them in too. He stirred six times anti-clockwise and put out the fire underneath the cauldron before pouring the potion into a glass vial Slughorn had handed out.

Looking around the classroom, Elspeth was glad to have been stuck with such a competent partner, even if he wasn't very nice. No wonder he'd worked alone before now. She saw multiple cauldrons smoking, Cordelia was very clearly angry with Dolohov, and there were a few students who looked as if they were about to cry.

"Finished your potion already?" Slughorn asked. "Such a lovely shade of yellow, the happiness looks set to burst!"

"Thank you Professor," Tom said.

"I think it's safe to say 25 points will be going to Slytherin! It seems the two of you make a good team," Slughorn announced before running off to the back of the room the help two Hufflepuffs who had managed to set their chopping board on fire.

Once the fire was safely extinguished, and Slughorn had collected everyone's potions for marking, he dismissed the class.

"Well... Until next time then," Elspeth said to Tom, in an attempt of friendliness.

"I can hardly contain my excitement," he said dryly.


	3. In Which Elspeth is Left Out

After a long and boring History of Magic class that afternoon (in which Professor Binns discussed Giant wars in great detail), Elspeth and Aldrego headed back to the common room to discuss their days.

"I _love _Care of Magical Creatures," Drego was very excited. "Professor Kettleburn is great; stern, but a good sense of humour. Today we went down to the lake to see some Grindylows - Kettleburn said next week we'll be trying to see the Giant Squid. I can't wait to learn more about it, it's so beautiful, maybe it'll swim past the common room again."

"That's good that you're enjoying it. Potions is a _nightmare. _I wish you were doing it with me; why couldn't you have dropped History of Magic instead?" Elspeth said, "I feel useless, Slughorn threw us right into brewing and I have no idea where _anything _is and I've got Riddle as a partner."

"Isn't that a good thing? Dolohov was saying he aces all of his classes, top student in our year every year."

"He's _too_ good."

"Well, it could be worse," Drego said optimistically, "hey, just don't go getting on his bad side, alright? Dolohov mentioned that he has a bit of a temper."

"Yeah I got that."

"There are my favourite twins!" Dolohov yelled to them as they entered the common room. They went over and say at the table he was sitting at with Abraxas Malfoy, Walburga Black and Ricardo Nott.

"And then Weasley said, 'give me back my wand, you horse!'" Abraxas was saying. "Honestly, they're as bad as muggles."

"And just about as talented," Walburga added.

Dolohov looked towards the door and straightened.

"Sorry guys, we must be off," he said abruptly, and headed out of the common room followed by his friends. Elspeth looked over and saw Tom at the door, who upon meeting her gaze, turned and walked away.

"That was weird," she commented.

Over the next few weeks, Elspeth became aware that this was a common occurrence; Tom would gesture to his friends, and they would run off Merlin knows where for hours at a time. Yet, during meals, Tom didn't speak to them, and didn't partner with them in classes. Elspeth wanted to know what they were up to.

On the afternoon of their second Thursday at Hogwarts, Elspeth and Aldrego sat with Cordelia and Abraxas going over their homework for Charms on silencing spells.

"I just don't see how it's possible to silence my mind while casting the spell," Cordelia whined. "I need to think the spell to say it."

"You just need to focus and -" Elspeth tried.

"Come on, we gotta go," Abraxas cut in. "We need to go... check on those flobberworms, remember?" Abraxas and Cordelia grabbed their things and started to leave.

"What are you doing, come on," Abraxas grabbed Aldrego's collar and pulled him up. With an apologetic look, Drego followed the group out of the common room, leaving Elspeth alone.

"What is going _on_?" she whispered to herself. Utterly determined, she decided that next potions class, she _would _find out.

The following Monday, when Professor Merrythought had decided that she had tortured them enough over the nonverbal spells that the majority of the students still weren't able to cast, Elspeth stormed off to the potions lab. She had spent _all _Saturday in the library with a group of bland Ravenclaw girls, unable to find her brother or any other of his new friends anywhere.

She slammed her book down on her desk and opened up to invisibility potions (which Slughorn was very excited about starting), and organised the desk ready to start. She figured if she did well this class, Tom would have no reason to get mad, and would be more willing to talk. Right on cue, Tom entered the room in a hushed discussion with Dolohov.

_Excellent, _she thought. _He looks annoyed already, and he hasn't even sat down._

"Hello, Tom," she said once he reached their table. He looked at her and then the desk before sitting without saying anything.

"The Invisibility potion!" Slughorn started. "Notoriously difficult to brew correctly, commonly with side-effects, the Invisibility potion is a perfect alternative to a disillusionment charm or an invisibility cloak. You will often find that cheaply made invisibility cloaks are merely normal cloaks soaked in an Invisibility potion. Now, before you start, I must warn you, _do not spill your potions._ If _one _desk or book is rendered invisible from your potions, I will not return it to its original state. You may begin!"

Once Tom came back with the ingredients and started to prepare them, Elspeth saw her window.

"So, what are you and your friends up to? I mean, you ignore them most of the time... But they come running when you call, and you all disappear for hours. And all I get are ambiguous answers."

"I don't know what you mean," he replied immediately, not taking his eyes off the simmering cauldron.

"'Checking the flobberworms' - you guys don't even look after flobberworms, that's third year stuff," she said, frustrated. This time he looked at her, with a look that made her regret saying anything.

"What do you care?" He said with a glare. "Is your brother your only friend? Are you scared we'll steal him away?" When she blushed and looked away, he smirked.

"What myself and my friends do is none of _your _business," he shot. "Pass the unicorn hair."

She did as he asked and sat in silence, letting him do the brewing while she flicked through her book. After twenty long, awkward minutes of silence, Slughorn came over looking very impressed.

"_Marvellous_ work, you two. Look at that shimmer! You're almost ready to leave it to ferment, I take it?"

"Yes, Professor," Tom said with quite a charming smile.

"When you're ready, bring it to the front and I'll put it in the store room. Ah Tom, you'll be in attendance this Friday for Slug Club, won't you? I was hoping to finalise numbers for dinner."

"You know I wouldn't miss it."

"Excellent, excellent indeed," he said before checking on the students the next row behind.

"What's Slug Club?" Elspeth asked Tom once Slughorn was out of earshot.

Tom extinguished the fire underneath the potion. "A group of students that Slughorn hosts for dinners and parties in his office occasionally. It's for students who excel or who are well connected. Which is why _you _weren't invited. Stop asking so many questions."

"I wouldn't want to go anyway," Elspeth huffed.

"_Don't lie."_

Elspeth didn't dignify that with an answer, she simply turned her chin up at him.

"Slughorn doesn't even teach your brother, yet he was invited," Tom laughed. "I expect a lonely Friday evening lies ahead of you."

"Better than spending it anywhere near you."

"You should be so lucky," he said icily before taking the potion to the store room behind Slughorn's desk.

_I cannot _stand _him, _she thought to herself as she sulked to History of Magic. She spent the whole lesson imaging various scenarios, most of which ended with Tom falling in a pile of thestral droppings.

"How did you get invited to Slug Club and why didn't you tell me about it?" Elspeth asked Aldrego as they left the classroom.

"Oh, Walburga spoke to Professor Slughorn for me, got me an invite," he said sheepishly. "I thought I was asking too much of her to get me invited, let alone you as well. How did you find out?"

"Tom told me in Potions. I can't _stand _him, he's an elitist jerk."

Aldrego suddenly stopped and pulled her over to the side of the corridor behind a large pillar.

"Be careful of who you go saying that to, alright? And don't say it too loudly," he said warningly.

"What why? Why are you defending him, have you ever even spoken to him?"

"Just trust me on this okay? Don't go messing with him."

"And yet it's okay for you to?"

"_Yes. _I'm your big brother, I know better."

"By four minutes," Elspeth snorted.

Tom was right; Friday _was _a lonely evening for Elspeth. However it was also very productive. With the emptier common room, she was able to polish off her Herbology _and _Transfiguration homework, and she also got to know a nice fifth-year called Olive Rosier who was also rather keen on Herbology.

"I hope the war with Grindelwald is over by the time I graduate; my family wants us kids to join them, but I don't think I'm cut out for a life like that. I need a quiet life with a nice garden, and a little shop where I can sell my potions," she told Elspeth.

She stayed up until 11 that night waiting for her brother to come back until she decided to give up and go to bed. She could just as easily talk to him in the morning. But when she went down to breakfast that morning, she couldn't find him then either.

"Have you seen Aldrego?" She asked Dolohov once she sat down.

"Uhh no, sorry. He's probably still sleeping, he had a good time last night," he responded. Elspeth had the feeling there was something he wasn't telling her.

"How was last night by the way?"

"Oh, good. Slughorn was a bit too generous with the champagne, as usual. I think your brother has a bit of a crush on Wally, too," he said with a grin. "How was your night?"

"Oh you know, great, just got some homework done."

"Sorry. I'm sure Slughorn will invite you too, soon enough. Or who knows, you could be my date one time," Dolohov waggled his eyebrows.

"Hah."

Come lunch time, she still couldn't find Drego. Unsure of what to do, she found Cordelia and Walburga over by the lake practicing their nonverbal spells.

"Hey, have you seen Aldrego today?"

"No, sorry," Cordelia said immediately.

"Um, maybe try the hospital wing," Walburga said sheepishly. "He wasn't feeling well towards the end of last night."

As Elspeth ran off back towards the castle, Cordelia gave Walburga a hit.

"What was that for? She was bound to look there eventually," Walburga said.

When she reached the hospital wing, she was relieved to see Drego in the bed down the end. But as she got closer that relief turned into a sick feeling. He looked exhausted, pale white with bandages down his left arm.

"Drego! What happened? Are you alright?"

He looked quite out of it, but once he realised it was her, he reached out and grabbed her arm, and pulled her close.

"Ellie, what are you doing here?"

"I was worried sick! I've been looking for you all day. What happened?" She asked.

"Nothing. It's fine, really."

"No, it's not fine! Look at your arm!"

"It's best that you stay out of it."

"'Out of it'? _Someone did this to you?_"

"Shh! No, really, it's fine."

"Tom an-"

"_SHH!" _He said frantically. Pulling her closer he whispered, "just, do what they say, _please. _Don't get involved, just let it go. Remember what happened last time?"

But Elspeth couldn't let it go. She had tortured the last person to hurt her brother, he was all she had left. She pulled herself out of Drego's grasp and stormed out of the room.

"Ellie, please!" He called after her. But she didn't listen, all she saw was red.

She stormed back into the common room in a fury, calling out the first person she saw who might've known what happened.

"Dolohov!" She yelled as she grabbed his arm. "I need to talk to you."

Malfoy and Nott who were sitting with him made choruses of '_ooooh's. _

_"_If you insist," he said with a smirk. He let her drag him out of the common room and down a corridor of the dungeons.

"_What happened to my brother?_" She questioned.

"I don't know what you mean."

"_You know _exactly_ what I mean."_

"Look... I'm not sure what to tell you. It's not my place. You should talk to Tom."

"Tom? So this _is _his fault?"

"But I recommend that you don't, _really_. You're a nice girl, and you're angry, don't start something you can't finish; especially with Tom."

"What is _with _everybody and him? He's just a prefect!"

"I just don't want you getting hurt. He'll make your life miserable, you're partnering in Potions all year, remember?" He had a point. "Look, if you absolutely _must _- and I'm only telling you this because I like you - tell him you heard that he has a group, and that you want in. _Say only that much_. You'll find out what happened soon enough. But, _please don't. _And you most definitely didn't hear it from me."

"Thank you, Rolan."

"I don't like that."

"Sorry."


	4. In Which a Deal is Made

Elspeth spent all of Sunday morning coming up with a plan of how to approach Tom. Her plan was to be up front, and straight to the point. But she quickly realised that she didn't know how to get him alone. She couldn't talk to him in the common room at the risk of being overheard, but she had no idea where he would spend his free time on weekends. Her first guess was the library; he was doing eight subjects, so it would stand to reason that he had a lot of homework to do, and would need a quiet place to get it done.

Once she got to the library, she was quickly overwhelmed; it was huge. Isles and isles of books as far as she could see, nooks and crannies of desks with studying students and dim lighting. Searching the library looked set to take her all of her afternoon. Shortly after she started, she could hardly believe her luck when she saw a table in a corner with a lone, tall dark-haired boy sitting over a large book. She approached, and tapped him on the shoulder. However, when he turned, it wasn't Tom's face looking back at her.

"Yes?" the boy said.

"Oh, I'm sorry, I thought you were someone I knew." Thoroughly embarrassed, she retreated back to the other side of the library.

With her weakened motivation, she decided to abandon her mission for the time being and check out the books they had on Herbology. She asked the librarian where to find them, and was lead to another group of many isles. With lifted spirits, she began searching for one on Snargaluff Pods, the plant they were about to start studying in class. She couldn't find one specific, but she was quite satisfied with one entitled _'Dangerous Plants and Where to Find Them' . _She grabbed it and went to find a desk. She approached the back wall of the library, and low and behold, there sat Tom Riddle at the desk she was eyeing.

_Oh no. Alright, you can do this. Do it, _she told herself. _Just go over there and sit down. Do it. For Drego._

Courageously, she walked straight over and took the seat directly opposite Tom. He slowly looked up from his book and lifted an eyebrow.

"Can I help you?" he asked dryly.

"Yes. You have the book I was looking for on Snargaluff Pods."

"Well, too bad," he went back to reading. Elspeth took a deep breath.

"I heard you have a... group," she said slowly. He slowly looked up again from his book, and tilted his head questioningly. "I want in."

He let out a short laugh. "I don't know what you've heard, but I'm sure you have no idea what you're talking about."

She wasn't sure how to respond. _Curse Dolohov. He couldn't have given me anything else to go on? _she thought.

"Dolohov told me about you guys. He said he thought I'd be interested and should talk to you."

"Dolohov?" he paused thoughtfully. "Well that changes things then."

"...Really?"

"No. Go away."

"_I want in._"

He leaned forwards, his eyes narrowing. "You're not what I'm looking for. Go back to your plants."

"_No. _Take me, and leave my brother out of it."

He laughed louder at that.

"So that's what this is about. You're scared for your brother? Caring makes you weak, you know."

"Not weak. Motivated. Please."

"_No._"His face turned stern very suddenly, all amusement gone from his eyes. "Now drop it." His expression was dangerous, she felt a wave of fear wash over her.

"What will it take?"

"Nothing you can give, I guarantee you. Now, run along. I won't tell you again."

Her fear turned into anger, she pushed herself up from the table and stormed away, holding back the urge to curse him.

_Just who does he think he is? He doesn't even know me. He'd rather Aldrego over me? _She felt ready to burst; she was angry, over Aldrego and by being rejected by Tom. She wanted so badly to hurt him the way he'd hurt her brother. But she also wanted to be accepted; Aldrego was always the favourite, always the one to make friends, while she was left alone. She _would _make him change his mind. If it was the last thing she did.

The next morning, she was still furious. Aldrego was released from the hospital wing that morning too, and met up with her in the common room.

"Feeling okay?" she asked.

"Fit as a fiddle," he said. "I'm _starving, _can we get breakfast, and talk then?"

"Of course."

Elspeth was surprised to see that when they reached the Great Hall, Aldrego went straight for a spot next to Walburga; perhaps Dolohov was right, and he did have a crush. As they got their greetings out of the way, an odd feeling washed over Elspeth. It was the strangest thing, like her mind was being tugged at. She looked down the table and saw Tom staring right at her. As she met his eyes, she felt stuck, like she couldn't look away. Were his eyes always that deep? She had the strangest thoughts; she remembered being told her parents had been killed, and she would be going to live with her grandparents. The conversation with the Durmstrang headmaster telling her he'd decided to expel her. That her actions would not be forgiven, no matter the circumstances. That the boy she'd cursed had been seriously injured. That no student, no matter who their parents were could get away with casting the Cruciatus curse on a fellow student.

And suddenly the thoughts stopped, as quickly as they had begun. Tom had a thoughtful expression on his face before he looked away. Elspeth shook it off; she had had a stressful week. It's only natural for one to think about their past in times of sadness, is it not?

"Are you alright?" Dolohov asked from across the table. She hadn't notice him sit down. "You look like you've seen a ghost."

"Oh, I'm fine, just hungry is all." He handed over a plate of toast.

Elspeth was so panicked about the double Potions lesson with Tom that she didn't take in a thing Professor Merrythought was saying through Defence Against the Dark Arts. She had spent almost all Sunday night reading up about Invisibility potions, in the hopes that if she did well, Tom might change his mind.

Once they were dismissed, she raced down to the dungeons, determined to get there before Tom. She took her seat and organised her things, attempting to appear perfectly calm and ready for the lesson. She wasn't sure if she succeeded or not.

A minute later Tom came and sat down and didn't say a thing. Neither of them spoke a word until after they had gotten started again on their potion.

"You lied to me," Tom stated suddenly without looking at Elspeth.

She was taken quite off guard. "What? When?"

Still focusing on the potion and not looking at her he said, "you said you transferred here. After needing to relocate. You never mentioned you were _expelled._"

"I..." She didn't know how to respond. "How do you know that? Did my brother tell you?"

He smirked without saying anything. How could he possibly have known? Unless he knew somebody from Durmstrang, there was no way. Dippet had said it would be their secret, none of the other professors needed to know. Drego _wouldn't_ have said anything. He wouldn't do that to her. Her mind wandered to earlier that morning, having strange memories and his intent stare. It dawned on her.

"Wait... Are you... Are you a legilimens?"

This got a full grin out of Tom. He looked up from the potion and winked at her.

"You know," he started. "I would've liked you so much more had you said you were expelled from the beginning. And for casting the C_ruciatus _curse no less. _Naughty._"

She could feel the blood rush to her face. No one was meant to know. She needed a fresh start, where no one knew how far into the Dark Arts her parents had gotten with her and Aldrego. She looked away, not willing to make eye contact again.

"Oh don't worry, I won't tell," he said, amused. "Your little secret is safe with me. You know, from what I saw you cast the spell pretty well. That poor boy never saw it coming. _I could use that._"

She looked back up, seeing an expression she hadn't seen on his face before. He was smiling, his eyes seemed manic, excited. Like he wanted to see more.

"I'll tell you what. You've managed to intrigue me. I'll give you two weeks. Two weeks to show me you're _not _as useless as you seem, and I _might _think about letting you join us. We have a deal?"

"Oh - yes. Yes, deal," she agreed.

As she left Potions, she couldn't help but feel worried; what _had _she gotten herself into? She knew close to nothing about their group of friends, other than that they were bad news and people got hurt. She had thought maybe they were practicing high level magic in secret, but when Tom said that he could use her abilities in casting the Cruciatus curse, she started to doubt her theories. Maybe Dolohov and Aldrego were right, maybe she was in over her head. Maybe Tom wasn't just a talented prefect with a temper, maybe he was using his group for something bigger than that. Either way, it was too late to back out now.


	5. Which Contains a Hogsmeade Weekend

For the next week, Elspeth studied _hard. _She needed to impress not only Tom, but his friends too.

"Hey!" Dolohov called as he caught up with her after a particularly tricky Charms class. "Can I walk you to lunch?"

"Of course."

"Over here for a minute," he said, and pulled her over to the side.

"Didn't I specifically say to you, 'you didn't hear it from me'?"

"What are you talking about?"

"Riddle! I'm stuck watching my back, sleeping with one eye open because of you!" Elspeth noticed he did have particularly bad dark rings around his eyes.

"Oh... I'm sorry, I didn't think it would matter. He said I couldn't join, I needed to say something to change his mind."

"He said you couldn't join? Why didn't you just accept defeat and move on? You don't know what you've done! You don't want to be a part of this, I _told _you. And now you've gotten me in trouble too. What if in one Care of Magical Creatures class, I just don't come back out of the forest? It will be your fault!"

"What? Over a study group? No way."

"_You don't know anything! _It's not just a study group, Elle!" He said, exasperated. "I don't know what to do with you. I can't tell you anything else, I'll only get in more trouble. But I urge you, _get out while you can. _Go find Cordelia and tell her how much you love muggles. It's better to be bullied and left out than it is to be with us."

"Why are you telling me this? I thought we were friends," his words stung.

"Once you know more, you'll realise that I'm only trying to help," he said before shooting her a worried look and walking away.

She ended up taking some of his advice; she went and found Cordelia. But she didn't mention muggles, instead she took a seat next to her at lunch and asked how she was coming along with her silencing spells. The closer she became with the rest of Tom's group, the more of a chance she had of being accepted.

"_Much _better, thank you. My trick is to focus on the spell and silence everything else in the mind," she said.

"Ever since she cast one that worked, it's all she talks about!" Walburga complained. "I'm so sick of being told to clear my mind!"

"Shush, I'm not that bad."

"You know you are," she said. "So how is Potions going? With Tom?"

"Oh, alright I suppose. He doesn't let me help much, but I'm not complaining, the potions turn out perfectly."

Cordelia laughed. "That would be why Slughorn hasn't made him have a partner before now."

"Don't you find it hard to concentrate? I get distracted while he's on the other side of the room, let alone right next to me. He's beautiful," Walburga gushed.

"You're hopeless," laughed Cordelia.

"You're just as bad. Say, Elspeth, it's a Hogsmeade weekend this week, would you want to go with us?" Walburga asked, changing the subject.

"Yes, of course!" Elspeth's heart skipped a beat. Friends were a rare thing for her, especially female friends.

"Excellent, we'll meet in the common room 9am."

"_Don't be late!_" Cordelia added.

When Saturday morning came, Elspeth could hardly contain her excitement. She'd never been invited out with only girls before. After meeting with Cordelia and Walburga, they headed into Hogsmeade; Cordelia wanted to go dress shopping for the upcoming Slug Club, and the others were more than happy to tag along. Once she had picked out a beautiful navy blue dress, they set off over to the Hogs Head to catch up with the boys for butterbeer.

"Who are we meeting again?" Walburga asked.

"Dolohov, Nott and Malfoy," Cordelia said. "And the other Karkaroff." She added, giving Walburga a nudge.

She responded with a blush and kept walking. As they crossed the snowy park which Walburga _insisted _was a short cut, Elspeth was stopped suddenly by an unseen force.

"Guys, I can't -" she was cut off as she was hit with a stunning spell to the back. She was thrown to the ground, her muscles in her back aching.

Cordelia and Walburga approached, looking much less friendly than than they had appeared all day. Cordelia held her want pointed directly at Elspeth.

"How does Tom know so much?" She asked darkly. "How does he know what's in our heads?"

"What are you doing? Cordelia, let me -"

She was hit with another spell. She felt the skin on her shoulder being cut open, making her cry out in pain.

"_Answer the question._"

"I don't know what you're talking about!" Elspeth shouted, tears in her eyes.

"Poor little _baby, _are you crying?" Walburga taunted, looking like a completely different person than she had been all day.

Elspeth reached into her pocket and grabbed her wand. _Impedimenta! _

Her jinx hit Walburga with enough force to knock her off of her feet. Elspeth used the opportunity to get off of the ground. Cordelia laughed.

"Kitty's got claws," she sneered.

"And a wand," Elspeth shot as she cast a stunning spell.

"You'll have to do better than that," called Cordelia as she blocked her spell, and sent another one back.

Elspeth dodged Cordelia's unblockable spell and was filled with rage. She knew that spell too well; the very same one had gotten her expelled from Durmstrang. How dare she cast an unforgivable spell at her? Elspeth hadn't even done anything.

With nothing but a desire to see Cordelia hurt, Elspeth whispered, "_crucio!" _

Cordelia dropped her wand and fell to the ground, screaming in pain. Holding her head, her screams echoed in the empty park.

The anger in Elspeth escaped through her curse, turning into pleasure; she had flashbacks of cursing the boy who had hurt her brother, the satisfaction she felt making him hurt.

"Stop it! _Stop it! _You're really hurting her!" Walburga yelled, drawing Elspeth out of her trance.

With a gasp, she stopped her spell, the screams of agony ceasing. Walburga looked incredulous, as if Elspeth was unprovoked. She saw the fear in Walburga's eyes; _you caused that, _she thought. With a final look at Cordelia who was slowly trying to rise to her feet, she turned and ran. Full speed back to the castle, tears in her eyes, not stopping at the strange looks she was getting from the strangers through Hogsmeade, not stopping as her muscles burned.

Her legs felt heavy, she could hardly breathe. Why had they attacked her? What had _she done_? If Dippet found out, she would be expelled _again. _She thought she had found friends at last.

As she ran back up the slopes to Hogwarts, she saw a figure in the distance, she slowed to a walk, catching her breath. Her stomach dropped when she noticed the stranger was Tom.

However, when she passed, he didn't say anything, didn't stop her. He had that same look on his face she saw in potions; a manic smile, a gleam in his eyes. He winked at her, and continued with a knowing expression down the slope towards Hogsmeade.


	6. In Which a Decision is Made

"And why do they say 'galloping gargoyles' anyway? Gargoyles don't even gallop, they have wings, they fly!" Aldrego was saying. "Are you listening? Elle? Elle! Elspeth!"

"Hmm?" Elspeth snapped out of her daze.

"Never mind," he said disappointedly. "You alright?"

"Oh yeah, I'm fine, just a bit worried about Potions," Elspeth said. It wasn't a complete lie; Elspeth _did _have a quiz that morning, but she was more nervous about seeing Tom again than anything. She hadn't told Aldrego about the incident at Hogsmeade, nor had she spoken to Walburga or Cordelia again.

That morning, grudgingly, Elspeth entered the Potions lab. After sitting down, her stomach did a flip when she saw Tom enter. Today was to be their last lesson preparing their invisibility potions, before testing them. Surprisingly, this lesson, Tom let her finish the potion. He didn't say much, he merely pushed the cauldron to her side of the desk and gave her the final ingredients and focused on his book.

"Why the sudden trust in my Potions abilities?" She asked as she tossed in the final troll fingernail.

"I need a break, It's been a long week."

"You _do _realise that it's Monday?" Elspeth pointed out as she stirred the potion exactly three times clockwise.

"For those trusted with prefect duties, there are no true weekends," he said with quite the irritated tone.

"You had time to make it to Hogsmeade."

"Not by choice. _Some _of us have Slughorn's next party this Friday, and _some _of us like to make good impressions," he said. "Turn the fire off, you'll over do it!"

"Sorry," she murmured, extinguishing the flames. She levitated the hot cauldron to the front bench.

"Finished? Excellent!" Slughorn said. "Appearance-wise, it's flawless, but does it work?"

Using a pair of tongs, Slughorn picked up a bright blue flower - a Dragonbell - and dunked it into the potion. Drawing the tongs back out, they appeared to be holding nothing.

"Aha!" Slughorn yelled happily. "Look here, Riddle and Karkaroff have it! No trace left of the flower! 25 points to Slytherin!"

Putting the tongs back down on the table and throwing the invisible flower away, he turned to them.

"Now Tom, I know you'll be attending this Friday, yes? How about you bring your partner in crime here, you work very well together! I see the makings of a power couple!" Slughorn chuckled.

"Of course, professor," Tom said with a smile. "That is, if Elspeth would want to?" He turned to her, his face looking genuinely charming. His eyes however, disagreed with his expression.

"It would be an honour," Elspeth said smugly. Getting in with Slughorn could be her way into Tom's group.

"Excellent!" Slughorn said before returning back to the other students.

"I guess _some _of us _will _be attending on Friday then," she said happily to Tom. Without Slughorn around, Tom simply glared at her, and went back to the desk to start cleaning up.

Once they were dismissed from class, Elspeth almost had to jog to keep up with Tom.

"Have you decided yet?" She asked excitedly.

"No," Tom said coldly, trying his best to pretend she wasn't there.

"Why not?"

"I said _two _weeks, not one. And you haven't shown much promise."

"But," Elspeth started, "Slughorn is impressed, I finished the potion off _perfectly_."

"Professor Slughorn is a twit. Won't you please leave me alone now?"

Elspeth frowned, and stopped walking, letting him go.

As he had reached the next corner though, he turned back quickly.

"Oh and on Friday evening, you will fix this," he said, gesturing to her whole body. "I won't be seen bringing a _hag_ along to the party."

The rest of the week passed in a blur, she had almost forgotten about the Hogsmeade incident. Elspeth spent half of her time panicking over what she would possibly wear to Slughorn's party and the other half panicking about the party itself. Was going with Tom like a date? She doubted it; he didn't seem to like her in the slightest. Would Cordelia and Walburga be there? Maybe Aldrego would be going again, that would definitely make it more bearable. Was she expected to drink?

She had chosen her favourite beige dress with tassels and a pearl necklace, and spent over an hour doing her hair. How did other girls manage to do their buns so easily?

Once she was done, she had to race down to the common room. 'I will meet you at _precisely _6.50 in the common room. _Don't be late_,' Tom had told her that morning.

When she got downstairs, a flush of relief came over her when she saw he wasn't there. However that relief was short-lived as she noticed that Cordelia, Walburga and Aldrego were.

"Why are _you_ so dressed up? Is someone smuggling you in?" Cordelia said, echoed with laughs from Walburga.

"She was invited," Aldrego said. Elspeth had only told Aldrego she was going, although she didn't mention it was with Tom; she didn't exactly have any other friends to tell.

"Tagging along with Weasley, I suppose," Walburga replied. Elspeth scoffed. She was _not _ready to deal with them. Thankfully Tom chose that moment to enter the common room.

"Come," he said with a quick look at her. Taking care not to look at any of the others, she followed him out of the common room.

"Thank you, you came at the perfect time," she said once they were out in the corridors. "Those two are _insufferable_. I don't know how you deal with them."

He looked at her with a glare. "They have their uses. And I don't need to hear about your social dramas. We're not friends," he said coldly.

"Oh," Elspeth said. His words hurt. "I just thought - considering we're going to the party together -"

"Which is only happening because _Slughorn _wanted it. I need to be on the good side of Slughorn," he said, walking at a brisk pace. His expression was blank, not giving away a single emotion. Why was he so eager to please Slughorn of all professors?

Elspeth didn't say anything after that. She'd hoped she would have made a friend in Tom, giving her a way to ensure her brother and herself were safe. She couldn't figure him out; she'd never seen him friendly with anyone except for the staff, and yet he had this 'group' who were starting to seem more like followers. Even with his cold demeanour, there was something alluring about him aside from his good looks. His power, perhaps, or possibly his leadership qualities. Elspeth blushed as she realised just how attracted to him she was.

When they reached Professor Slughorn's office, Tom walked straight in without knocking. Elspeth followed and was quite impressed with his set up. His reasonably sized office was decorated with green and gold; luxurious green curtains, golden furniture. In the centre of the room, there was a round table which had been set up ready for dining. Professor Slughorn, Dolohov, Weasley, a Ravenclaw girl, and the head boy Edward were already sitting around the table.

"Tom, good to see you! Take a seat, take a seat," Slughorn said as they entered. "And miss Karkaroff too! Excellent!"

Tom sat down next to Dolohov, and Elspeth sat next to him, putting Edward on her other side.

"Hey!" he said once she got comfortable. "How are you finding Hogwarts? Settled in alright?"

"Yeah, it's great," she replied with a not very convincing smile. "The classes are good, and the castle is beautiful."

"Shame you and your brother were landed in Slytherin, Gryffindor would have loved to have you!" He grinned.

Cordelia, Walburga and Aldrego filed into the office, taking the last three seats around the table, bringing a smile to Professor Slughorn's face.

"We're all here then? Wonderful!" he called standing up. "Allow me to welcome you to another Slug Club! If we could all give a warm welcome to miss Karkaroff here," he gestured towards Elspeth, and the other students nodded in her direction. "With no further ado, let us dig in!"

With a swish of his wand the plates around the table filled with snacks, their wine glasses filled with champagne and some light classical music started playing in the background.

As the night progressed, the group grew more and more relaxed (much to the assistance of the champagne). Come 9 o'clock, Aldrego and Walburga were dancing, Edward was arguing with Malfoy, and Tom was chatting up a storm with Professor Slughorn and Cordelia.

"Isn't it disgusting," Dolohov said. "Look at them, sucking up to Slughorn. Think the sun shines out of their rear ends, don't they?"

Elspeth forced back a laugh. "_Shh_, they'll hear you."

"So Tom invited you then? Does that mean you're in with us now?"

"I know just as much as you do," Elspeth said. "The only reason I'm here is because Slughorn told Tom to invite me."

"Ah, he _can _be pushy, which I'm sure you've already noticed," Dolohov laghed. "Well, I'm sure he'll keep you around. Tom I mean. You already know too much, and your brother is in. It'd be too risky to keep you out."

"Can you tell me more about your little group then?"

"I really shouldn't. I'm already in the bad books."

"A drink for the lady?" Elspeth was interrupted by Tom handing her another glass of champagne, and stood close to her. Tom was obviously on his best behavior. All evening Slughorn had been following him around - Tom was evidently his favourite.

"Thank you," Elspeth said, taking the glass. She was starting to feel quite light headed.

"I was just saying to Tom, the two of you make quite the match!" Slughorn said with a grin. "Caspar and Charis Crouch were introduced by myself, you know. And look at them now! A happily married, power couple of the Ministry of Magic."

"How lovely," Elspeth mumbled, blushing profusely.

"I wouldn't be surprised if young Tom makes it to Minister one day," Slughorn gushed.

"I'll be sure to remember you when that day comes, Professor," Tom teased with a grin. He was truly charming; his expression seemed genuine, and Slughorn lapped it up.

"I'd expect no less!" Slughorn said. "Ah, if you'd excuse me, someone needs to look after the children." Slughorn left them and hurried over to Edward who's argument with Malfoy had spread to include Cordelia, who had drawn her wand.

"If you'd excuse us, Rolan," Tom said with a polite yet stern smile. He remained next to Elspeth and looked at Dolohov expectantly, who seemed to be tossing up whether to stay or not, before he muttered, "sure," and went to watch the drama unfold.

Once Dolohov had left them, Tom turned to Elspeth.

"I've made up my mind," Tom said with an excited look that almost scared Elspeth. "You're in."


	7. Which Holds an Initiation

"What?" Tom's words had taken Elspeth off guard.

"You're in. That's what you wanted, isn't it?" Tom asked with a charming smirk.

"Oh - yes," Elspeth said, a smile creeping onto her face. "Don't get me wrong, I'm happy, but why the sudden change of heart?"

"Come on, it's late, we should go," Tom said and went to say goodbye to Slughorn. After he finally let them leave, Elspeth tried again in the corridor.

"So why now?"

He stopped suddenly, the excited expression returning to his face. "You saw Slughorn. He loves us together."

"But, why does Slughorn matter?"

"That doesn't concern you. All you need to know is that for now, I need him, and if he says jump, you say 'how high?' _Understood?_"

Elspeth narrowed her eyes in frustration. "Yes."

"From now on in all of our classes, you will sit with me," Tom continued. This had Elspeth at a whole new level of confused.

"What? Why? We have set seats already, I can't just move," she said.

"Never mind that, just sit where you normally do, and I will do the rest."

"But why?"

"Don't you ever stop asking questions?" He said, his voice turning angry. "Don't you understand? You're a _distraction. _With any luck, the Professors will be so distracted by the _new young couple _that they'll back off. Especially that old troll _Dumbledore. _His overly large nose has been in my business for far too long. He'll be easily thrown off by the prospect of a _love_ story."

Elspeth didn't realise that she was gaping. _You're a distraction. _Why did he need a distraction? _What were they up to?_ She supposed she'd find out soon enough.

She snapped out of her daze and saw that Tom had already started to walk away. "And if anyone asks, we had a _nice _night, I walked you back like a _gentleman, _and I would like to get to know you better." He gave her a final threatening look and disappeared around the corner, in the opposite direction to the common room.

Elspeth slowly headed back to the common room analyzing the nights events in her head, more confused than ever.

"You looked like you had a nice time with Walburga last night," Elspeth teased Aldrego the next morning.

"Shut up," he elbowed her with a blush.

"What is she like with you?" Elspeth asked as they crossed the Entrance Hall together on their way to breakfast.

"Why do you ask?"

"I just... I worry about you," Elspeth said. "She's not very nice with me, that's all."

Aldrego sighed. "Are you referring to Hogsmeade?"

"Hogsmeade?" Elspeth asked innocently after a pause.

"I know what happened. She told me," he said, his voice turning into a whisper. "It wasn't her fault, you know. It wasn't even Cordelia's."

"Of course it was, they _attacked _me."

"No I mean... they were _forced _to," he said with a serious look. He sighed again. "I've told you, you should've left Riddle alone. You should've kept quiet and let me deal with it."

"What do you mean? Are you saying _Tom _made them do it?"

He stared at her, not saying a word. She took that as a yes.

"No," she said. "He wouldn't. He's a _prefect. _A strange, talented, _angry_ prefect, but that's all."

"Don't say I didn't try to warn you."

As they made their way to the Slytherin table, they found a space between Dolohov and Nott and helped themselves to the orange juice.

"Hey," Dolohov greeted Elspeth. "Have a good night? You left pretty early."

"It was good, thank you," she replied. "It's good to finally know what Slug Club is."

Dolohov smiled, but before he could say anything, he looked up and his smile faded.

"Move," a voice said from behind Elspeth. Dolohov scooted down the table leaving a space between himself and Elspeth, which was quickly filled by Tom.

"Good morning," he greeted her with a smile that made her heart speed up, out of happiness, fear or anger, she didn't know.

"Morning," she mumbled. She caught a brief glance of Dolohov who looked quite frustrated before he turned and started speaking with the girl next to him. Over the few months she had been at Hogwarts, she had noticed that Tom rarely came down to breakfast, especially on weekends. Now that she thought about it, it was even rarer to see him eat. So when he reached across the table to snatch the plate of toast, his arm brushing hers, she was quite surprised.

"Peckish, are we?" she said.

"Big day today," he said looking down at her before digging in to the toast.

Elspeth looked towards the front of the hall, and met eyes with Professor Dumbledore. Aside from in Transfiguration classes, she hadn't paid much attention to him. But after Tom's comments last night, she had grown curious. He didn't look away as their eyes met, his expression curious. He lifted his goblet and raised it which a small smile. _Had something happened to make Dumbledore suspicious about Tom? _She decided to make it her mission to find out.

"Big day?" she questioned, looking away from Dumbledore.

"That's what I said," Tom replied, biting into another piece of toast. "Meet me by the lake this evening. 6 o'clock."

"6? It'll be dark then," Elspeth said. "We're not supposed to be out after dark."

Tom raised an eyebrow. "Scared of the dark, are we?"

"No, of course not."

"Good," he said, finishing off the slice of toast. "I'll see you then."

Elspeth searched the castle high and low; she was determined to find Olive. She had tried the Greenhouse, the common room, the library, and the Owlery, but she was no where to be found.

_If I were a fifth year girl who likes plants, where would I be? _She thought to herself. As she wandered down the stairs onto the third floor, she found a large opendoorway which she could have sworn wasn't normally there. She walked in carefully, mesmerised by the alignment of shields, statues, goblets, and trophys that lined the walls.

After looking over them, her attention was caught on a large, golden shield hanging on the rear wall of the room. '_Awarded to Mr. Tom Riddle for Services to the School, 1942', _it read.

_Last year,_ she thought to herself.

"Miss Karkaroff," a voice greeted from behind her. With a gasp, Elspeth spun around and found Professor Dumbledore looking back at her. "Good to see you looking into your new school's history."

"I didn't see you come in, Professor," she said, her heart rate taking a while to slow back down. "May I ask, Tom received an award last year?"

"Ah," he said, his expression growing sad. "A tragic incident, which Mr. Riddle helped us find answers to."

"What happened?"

"It resulted in the death of a student. I'd rather not speak of it," he said, his voice sounding sad.

"Oh," Elspeth wasn't sure what to say. _Tom had given information about a student's death? Had he been involved? Is this why the other students are afraid to of him?_

"I suggest you go and enjoy the rest of this wonderful day, Miss Karkaroff. It is an unusually sunny day," he said.

Elspeth nodded and headed out of the doorway.

"Oh, and Elspeth?" he called to her. "Be careful."

"Of course, Professor," she said before heading outside.

That night, Elspeth slipped out of the castle while the crowd of students were leaving the Great Hall after dinner. She stayed hidden until all was quiet, and then ran down the grassy slopes towards the lake; she was meant to be meeting Tom in two minutes, and feared the thought of being late, especially after what Dumbledore had said to her.

As she passed through the trees, she jumped as she heard voices. She ducked behind a particularly large tree and listened closely.

"-Don't know what we're doing out here," the first voice said.

"Ridiculous if you ask me. Gave us _no _warning. We could've gotten detention," the second voice said. She easily recognised that it belonged to Abraxas.

"It must be important though," the first voice replied. "Normally he wouldn't take chances with such short notice."

"_Ridiculous_," Abraxas said, the voices fading off into the distance.

Once they were safely gone, she ran out from behind the tree and headed down to the lake. When she got there, however, she was filled with panic; he said to meet her at the lake - the _massive _lake. He could be anywhere.

"_Lumos_," she whispered. With her wand alight, she ran along the lakes edge. She stopped upon reaching the edge of the Forbidden Forest.

_Its useless, _she thought. Giving up, she turned and started to walk back to the castle. She had only taken a step when her arm was caught and she was pulled backwards. She stifled a scream, seeing that she had been stopped by a person.

"Where are you going?" Relief flooded her when she saw the person was Tom. "You're late."

"S-sorry," she panted.

"Come on," he said pulling her by the arm towards the Forest.

"Where are we going?" Her panic started to rise again.

"You'll see," he said, not letting go of her arm. He pulled her through the trees, his grip tight. He walked quickly; so quickly that Elspeth almost had to jog to keep up.

"Ah!" she yelled as she tripped over a root, and hit the ground.

"Get up," Tom said impatiently. "Come _on," _he pulled her up, and quickened their pace.

"Tom - please - you're going too fast."

"Almost there," he whispered, not slowing down. He pulled her through a tight group of trees and into a clearing. He let go of her arm once they reached the centre. Elspeth stopped and rubbed her arm, sore from his tight grip.

"Tom, what are we doing-"

She stopped talking as she noticed they were surrounded. Hooded figured came out from the trees and formed in a circle around her. Tom stepped forward and joined the circle and turned back towards her, he was the only one whose face was uncovered. He held his arms out to his sides and looked around the circle.

"Welcome, friends," he called to them, in a tone that wasn't at all friendly. "We gather this evening to welcome the newest into our ranks: the second Karkaroff." His eyes were wide, manic, staring at Elspeth with intrigue. His usual controlled expression was gone; this was the real Tom. He stepped towards her, her fear rising.

"Do you, Elspeth Karkaroff, pledge allegiance to me? To our cause?" His voice was low, his eyes staring deep into hers. "Do you swear secrecy?"

"Yes," she whispered, putting her head down. She felt both too determined and too scared to say 'no'. His voice had given her goosebumps, causing a shiver to run through her. He stepped closer and lifted her chin up, forcing her to look at him.

"_Yes, what?_" His voice was but a whisper, his eyes digging deeper. She felt like she had in the Great Hall, like her mind was not her own. This time, instead of old memories flooding her, she felt invaded by new ones, thoughts that she had never thought before rushed to mind. Things he had never said to her echoed in her mind. When he blinked, the feeling was gone. Her mind was her own again, and she knew exactly what he wanted her to say.

"_Yes, my Lord._"

"Do you swear complete loyalty? Are you willing to put your life on the line before you betray us?"

"_Yes, my Lord._"

The corner of his mouth twitched, forming an almost smile. He looked away and took a few steps back.

"_Malfoy,_" he said sternly, looking over at one of the hooded figures. Elspeth's gaze followed Tom's, she saw Malfoy raise his arm with his wand in hand. Before she could act, he pointed it at her and yelled "Crucio!"

His spell took her completely off guard. As it hit, she was thrown to the ground, pain shot through her. She had been hit by the Cruciatus before; her father had taught both her and her brother not only to cast it, but to withstand it. Malfoy's curse didn't hurt nearly as much as her fathers had, but it still hurt. She felt like her fingers were breaking one by one, like her skin was being torn off of her body, like a thousand knives were slicing themselves through her. As quickly as it came on, it stopped. She took a deep breath, and only then realised how loudly she had been screaming. She picked her head up off of the muddy ground, and saw Tom approach her.

"Do you swear loyalty in the face of torture? Do you swear never to utter a word to an outsider, no matter the circumstances?" He was smiling, pleasure evident on his face. His eyes seemed darker than usual.

"_Yes, my Lord._"

"Do you swear to serve me, _without question_?" She felt as though the last part had been thrown in especially for her. Tom looked away again, and before she could move, she heard Malfoy's voice ring out followed by another round of the intense pain.

Her thrashing had left her muddier. Her hair was plastered to her face, and tears streamed out of her eyes. She was panting heavily, trying to shake off the aftermath of the pain. She slowly pushed herself off of the ground, looked at Tom and nodded slightly.

"Well, then," he said, lifting his wand. She braced herself for pain, ready for the impact of another curse. But it never came. After the swish of Tom's wand, she felt heavier, but not in pain. She looked down and saw that her clothes had changed. She was covered in one of the same robes the other hooded figures were wearing. "Let us welcome my newest Knight."


	8. Which Holds Some Answers

After the meeting in the Forest, Elspeth hung back and followed behind the others. One of the hooded figures waited, and walked back with her.

"Are you alright?" Elspeth recognised her brother's voice immediately.

"Is this how you were hurt?" She asked, avoiding his question.

"Yes," he said, looking downwards. "You went better than I did though. I took too long to answer him, so I got burned. Mulciber's favourite charm."

"He said that you guys - _we_ - have a cause?" She asked.

"I think that he thinks you know more than you do, about us," Drego said sadly. "They want to purge the wizarding community. They want purebloods to take over, and keep magic within the true wizarding families. In all honesty... I'm not sure what Riddle wants. I have a hard time believing his blood status spill. He's probably just going along with it to keep the pure bloods among us happy. I think it's more about being in charge, power. Being the next Grindelwald."

Elspeth didn't say anything. _They were right, _she thought to herself_. I am in over my head. This is much, _much _worse than I thought._

"I'm sorry," she said after a while. "But I couldn't leave you. Better to be unsafe and with you, than safe and without you."

Aldrego didn't say anything after that.

Elspeth had little contact with the others for the rest of the weekend. She hid in the library working on her Charms homework, and when that was done, she focused on her History of Magic essay. She needed to keep distracted, and keep to herself; thinking of the recent events was too much. Though, her aching muscles were a constant reminder.

_In all of our classes together, you will sit with me_, Tom had said. She wasn't sure how she felt about returning to classes; as frightened as she was becoming of Tom, she still felt drawn to him, and excited at the prospect of spending time with him. With him she would learn, with him she could keep an eye on her brother. Maybe with him, she'd eventually be higher respected amongst Grindelwald's community, once they reached Britain. But most importantly, with him she would be included.

The next morning, after a restless sleep, she skipped breakfast and took her time heading to History of Magic. She hoped Tom would have sorted out his seating arrangements before she arrived, so that she wouldn't have to be involved at all. Yet, when she entered the classroom, she saw him at the front of the class speaking to Professor Binns. She hurried over to her seat and kept her head down, expecting Professor Binns to approach her. Yet he never came.

Tom came over to her table and took Aldrego's seat, greeting her with his charming smile.

"I didn't see you at breakfast this morning," he said once he had his books out.

"I-I wasn't hungry," she said. Her heart was racing, her nerves taking over. Fortunately, she didn't need to keep talking as Professor Binns had launched into a lecture about the Great Wizarding War of 1775. Elspeth found it impossible to pay attention with Tom sitting so close to her. He was taking notes, one of the few students who seemed to be taking in what Professor Binns was saying. With every new line of writing on his parchment, his elbow would brush hers. She could smell him from where she sat - aftershave maybe? Everything about him was distracting.

Come the end of the lesson, Elspeth sat just as nervously and self-consciously as the lesson had begun.

"I'll walk with you to Potions," Tom said, getting up from his chair. Elspeth followed.

"I need you need to be convincing," Tom said coldly as they headed down the staircase. "We have Transfuguration this afternoon, and I _don't _want you sitting there too afraid to so much as look at me. Dumbledore's impression matters."

"I know," she said quietly.

"Then why are you still not looking at me?" He stopped in the Entrance Hall and lifted her chin up to look at him again. His warm hand gave her goosebumps. She knew what was happening before she felt it, he was in her head again, sifting through her thoughts.

_Oh no_, she thought, as her memories of him came to surface. All of her memories of him flashed before her, from meeting him to being dragged into the Forbidden Forest. She could almost feel the chills he gave her when he spoke, the flush she had felt when he brushed against her arm. The memory of realising how much she liked him lingered. _Oh no, no, no._

He dropped his arm but didn't look away as he stopped reading her. "Disgusting," he said with a scowl. "Pull it together." He started walking again toward the dungeons and shot her another irritated look, urging her to follow. She had to jog to keep up with him.

_So what if he knows that you like him, _she told herself. _It's what he wanted. It'll be easier this way_, _not having to pretend_. _So what if he doesn't like you back? You signed up for this. It doesn't matter._

She had a hard time believing her own thoughts.

Potions went by quickly. Slughorn spent most of the lesson going through warnings about the misuse of dangerous potions and introduced their newest assignment on antidotes: brewing the Pepperup potion to cure a common cold or flu, to renew the school's stocks ready for flu season.

She spent her lunch break in the common room, attempting to prepare herself for Transfiguration. _Hopefully Dumbledore won't let him move seats._

Much to her displeasure, when Tom spoke to Professor Dumbledore, he seemed to need no convincing at all. Tom took the seat next to her and greeted her with a smile.

"Ready for a fun-filled lesson of Conjuring?" He asked playfully. Elspeth wished he could be this Tom all of the time.

"Conjuring!" Professor Dumbledore announced, "is the counterpart of vanishing! You will find it is much more challenging, and it also has its limitations. Objects that are conjured cannot remain in existence. The length of time which a conjured object will remain in being is based on the strength of both the spell and the caster, which is why it would be unwise to conjure an object such as a broom. Today, we will be attempting one of the more simple conjugation spells; aguamenti. If you could turn to page 343 of your text books please."

Elspeth flicked to the right page and was grudgingly grateful that Tom was sitting with her for this lesson. She wasn't the best at Transfiguration and conjuring was notoriously difficult.

Professor Dumbledore flicked his wand and a large bowl appeared on each of the tables for them to practice into. "You may begin," he called.

"Do you want to go first?" Elspeth asked Tom.

"You can go. I already know this one," he replied.

"Really?" She asked. She was nervous about not being able to cast the spell. "Can you show me?"

He smiled, pointed his wand at the bowl and said, "_aguamenti._" The bowl slowly filled with water.

"Your turn," he said, as he flicked his wand again and vanished the water.

Elspeth's eyebrows furrowed as she tried to recall the way he had swished his wand and the tone at which he had said the spell. "_Aguamenti_," she said, moving her wand just as he did. Much to her embarrassment, the bowl stayed bone dry.

Tom let out an amused almost-laugh. "You're not doing it right," he said light-heartedly. "You've got to keep this part of your arm straight, and _feel _the water almost flowing from you to your wand to the bowl. Here," he got out of his chair and stood behind Elspeth. He reached out and grabbed her arm and moved it into position.

"Now try," he said in a low voice into her ear.

Elspeth blushed furiously. She took a deep breath in an attempt to compose herself, before saying "_aguamenti."_

The bowl slowly began filling with water.

"Be careful though, you don't want to overdo it," Tom said from behind her. Elspeth lowered her wand in a hurry, scared she would overfill the bowl. She let out a sigh of relief.

"You're a good teacher," she said to Tom with a smile, who was sitting back down.

"I know."

Out of the corner of her eye, Elspeth looked to the front of the class - Professor Dumbledore was looking at them quite intently. She looked away quickly, returning her gaze to Tom. He was smiling warmly at her, a rare occurrence.

"Are you beginning to notice?" He asked, not looking away from Elspeth. "He's always watching. Ever since I first met the Professor, he hasn't trusted me. Especially after last year, after the young girl's death. Even though the culprit was caught." He was still smiling at her, as though the conversation that they were having was a pleasant one.

"What happened to her? Last year?" Elspeth had been growing evermore curious after her visit to the Trophy Room.

"Another student in our year was keeping a creature in the castle. An Acromantula .It got out, and killed a student. I happened to know the boy, and I knew he had been keeping the beast before the incident. So when I heard a student was _killed_, I came forward. It needed to be stopped. Ever since, Dumbledore's watchful eye has only gotten closer," he explained, a warm smile still on his face. He let out an actual laugh before he added, "or at least, that's the story."

It was chilling; with everything he said there was an undertone. As happy and charming as he looked, there was something in his voice saying otherwise. "Oh," she said at last.

By the end of the glass though, Elspeth was actually having a good time. With Tom's help, she not only was able to fill the bowl many times on her own, but she could make puddles and floating spheres of water, and she was even able to pour water over her brother's head (which received both a scolding and a congratulations from Professor Dumbledore). For a while, it even seemed like Tom wasn't having a bad time. Elspeth could have sworn that one or two of his laughs were genuine.

Come the end of the day, once she thought that Tom was in a good enough mood, Elspeth asked the question that had been bugging her for days.

"Tom?" She said once they arrived in the Great Hall, the first of the sixth year Slytherins to arrive to dinner.

"Yes?"

"In Hogsmeade," she started. "Did you ask Cordelia and Walburga to attack me?"

He smiled crookedly. "No. I didn't _ask _them."

"But you put them up to it?"

"Of course I did."

She didn't know what to say. She stared at him, her eyes narrowing. She felt as though she'd been hit by the Hogwarts Express. Even after her brother had told her it wasn't Cordelia or Walburga's fault, she didn't want to believe him.

"Oh, come on," he said, rolling his eyes. "I needed to know if you'd talk and if you were able to be trusted. And _besides, _you did well. You didn't utter a word about my legilimency _and _you casted a very strong Cruciatus curse. Oh, how I would've liked to have watched Lestrange squirm with my own eyes."

She frowned. "You could have _asked _me, you know. You didn't have to make me think they were my friends first." Her voice was rising.

"There wouldn't have been any fun in asking you," he said, his smile fading. "Now be quiet, you're making a scene."

"Making a _scene_? You haven't seen me make a scene! I could tell the Professors what you did, I could tell them all about your-"

She interrupted her own sentence with a gasp as he reached out and grabbed her upper leg in a strong grip. To anyone at a distance, it may have looked like a sign of affection. He leaned forwards, closer to her than he'd ever been.

With his mouth almost brushing her ear, he whispered, "finish that sentence, and it will be the _last _thing you ever do." He leaned back, and released his grip. His glare turned back into a pleasant smile as he reached up and tucked her hair behind her ear.

After a final lingering gaze, he turned away from her and greeted the other who were approaching them.

Elspeth's heart was racing. Dolohov and Aldrego had been right; she was most certainly in over her head.


	9. Which Earns Elspeth a Detention

Over the course of the next week, Tom's efforts with Elspeth had been noticed. Elspeth found herself constantly being stared at, conversations going quiet as she passed the other students. She wasn't sure how she felt about it; the only time she'd ever really been noticed was her last day at Durmstrang once word had spread that she'd been expelled.

"Hey," a voice greeted Elspeth who was spending her Saturday morning by herself in a corner of the library. She looked up and saw Walburga taking a seat on the other side of the table.

"Look, I'm sorry about what happened. You have to understand, especially now, that we didn't have a choice," she gushed.

"Didn't you?" Elspeth asked, putting her quill down.

"No!" Walburga urged. "You don't know what happens when we don't do what Riddle says yet. If you'd seen what happened to Malfoy last time, you wouldn't have said no either. If we didn't do it by choice, he would have _made _us do it. And he would have made it even worse for you... So really, we did you a favour. Look, I want to make it up to you."

Elspeth pursed her lips. "_Fine_," she eventually said. "But only because my brother likes you."

"He likes me?"

"Are you _blind_?"

Walburga responded with a giggle. "Are you working on the Defence Against the Dark Arts assignment? I'll help you!"

"From what I've seen of your practicing, you might not be the best help," Elspeth teased.

"Ha-ha," Walburga said sarcastically, and took her books out.

"So," Walburga started once she was settled. "What's happening with you and Riddle then?"

"Hmm?" Elspeth replied, not looking away from her parchment in the hopes that she'd drop it.

"Don't play dumb with me! He's moved next to you in all the classes I share with you, _and _you went to Slughorn's party together."

"We just-" Elspeth blushed. "We just get along, that's all." She wasn't sure if she was allowed to tell anyone about Tom's plan. She'd already been threatened multiple times this week and she didn't want to add another.

"Oh hooey!" Walburga said. "Look at your cheeks, _you like him!_ Be careful though, Cordelia has been barking up that tree for as long as I can remember. And he's never shown much interest in anyone before. He flirts a little, but that's all I've ever seen. He's certainly never _courted _anyone."

Elspeth felt like all of the blood in her body had rushed straight to her face. "Don't be silly, it's nothing like that."

Walburga raised her eyebrows.

"Alright, so _maybe _I do," Elspeth said at last, receiving a grin from Walburga. "But it's definitely not reciprocated."

"I think it _is!_" She said, almost bouncing in her seat.

"Shh," Elspeth said. "I need 350 more words before dinner."

That night, Elspeth stayed up in the common room. Having been there for hours, she had managed to snag the best armchair near the fireplace. She had borrowed a book from the library, _Enchanted Encounters _by Fifi LaFolle, and she was so engrossed in it, that she didn't realise she was the last one up. She didn't even notice when the time passed midnight. Although, she did notice when a figure hurriedly came down the dormitory stairs.

Looking as awake as ever, Tom passed through the common room with silent footsteps and exited out into the castle, failing to notice the young girl curled up next to the fireplace.

Unable to stop her curiosity, Elspeth got up and followed him as quietly as she could. _What is he up to? _

She stayed a safe distance from him, creeping back and forth between pillars and statues completely without dignity. Tom, being a prefect, had an excuse to be caught out of bed. Elspeth however, did not. She followed him all the way up to the seventh floor, thanking Merlin she hadn't been caught along the way. The only thing that would have been worse than being caught by a professor would have been being caught by Tom. She ducked back down behind a suit of armour as he turned around and started pacing back and forth. _What on earth is he doing?_

She poked her head out and much to her surprise, saw a beautiful door where there was usually only wall. The door was swinging shut, Tom had evidently gone into the room. She hurried out from behind the armour and rushed to the door. She reached out to grab the handle, but caught nothing but air; the door had turned back into wall right before her eyes.

Frustrated, she cursed and headed back down the stairs. _Maybe I imagined it_, she thought to herself. _Maybe it's like the Trophy Room and is a perfectly ordinary room that merely swaps floors. _She doubted it. She would have recognised that door had she seen it before. She hurried back down the third floor stairs and took a turn to the right in the hopes that taking the smaller staircase would be safer than the Grand Staircase. She let out a small squeal when she walked right into someone.

A hand grasped her mouth, and while the other pushed her against the wall. "_Shh,_" the voice whispered.

Eyes wide, she was shocked to see that she had somehow been caught by non-other than Tom Riddle.

"What _are _you doing?" He whispered angrily.

With his hand still covering her mouth, she could only let out a few muffled sounds. Realising this, he let go.

"Following you," she whispered guiltily in reply. It was foolish to lie to him, he would have found out the truth anyway.

"For _Merlin's _sake, _why_?" He whispered, exasperated. His grip tightened on her arms.

"You snuck out," she looked down, not wanting to meet his angry eyes. "I was curious."

"_Curiosity killed the cat,_" he whispered icily.

"I-I'm sorry," she whispered.

His nostrils flared.

"I just wanted to know what you were doing. What was that room? And how did you get here before me?"

"Maybe if you weren't such a nosy, _useless _witch, I would trust you enough to tell you."

_Ouch_.

"Don't you ever think? You're lucky it was only me who caught you. Had you been followed by a Professor, I would have had to _dispose _of you sooner than you could say Hogwarts," he spat.

"D-dispose?" She could have sworn that his eyes had red flecks through them.

Before he could answer, a light flashed down the corridor. Elspeth hardly had time to comprehend what was happening before Tom pushed her further into the wall, his body pushing against hers. He grabbed the back of her head and pulled it upwards, meeting her lips with his.

She had thought about kissing Tom many times, but never imagined it anything like this. His grip on her arm was still tight and angry, yet he kissed her as if he meant it. However, Elspeth hardly had time to enjoy it; the sound of a throat clearing interrupted them. Tom pulled away as quickly as he had started, shooting her an exceedingly short glance before turning to face the Professor.

Standing in the doorway was Professor Dumbledore, wand alight. Elspeth's heart sunk, it all made sense; _you're a distraction, _Tom had said.

"I hate to interrupt, but it is awfully late," Professor Dumbledore said, eyebrows raised. "Tom, certainly not who I expected to see. I do hope this isn't a regular use of your prefect duty time?"

"No, Professor," Tom said, a perfect impression of a school boy caught doing wrong.

"You are aware I will need to give the two of you detention," Dumbledore said.

"Of course, sir."

"And I will be taking fifty house points from Slytherin."

"I wouldn't expect any less, Professor."

Dumbledore's face appeared almost confused. "I expected better from you. You may return back to the dormitories, Tom. _No_ side trips. Miss Karkaroff, could you please stay for a moment?"

Tom nodded to the Professor and shot Elspeth an unreadable look, before dashing down the stairs.

"I take it then that Mr. Riddle wasn't being entirely truthful when he said there was a falling out between you and your brother, and that was why he wanted to swap seats in Transfiguration?" Dumbledore said in an amused tone once the sound of Tom's footsteps had disappeared.

"Uh, no Professor," Elspeth said nervously. "He wasn't."

He nodded and smiled sadly. "Come, I shall escort you back to the common room."

Elspeth smiled and followed him down the stairs. They walked in silence, taking care not to disturb any of the residents in the paintings. The silence made it worse; she was didn't think she'd ever been so embarrassed.

Once they reached the entrance to the dungeons, Professor Dumbledore stopped.

"This is where I leave you," he said, peering down his long nose. "Now before I let you go, I must issue you a word of warning about Tom Riddle. Look out for yourself with him, Miss Karkaroff. If you ever need to talk or get anything off of your chest, my office is always open."

"Sorry Professor, but what makes you say that?" Elspeth whispered.

"I think you already know," the Professor said with a thoughtful look. "Now off to bed."

She nodded and crept through the corridor to the common room. She was halfway through it before she noticed was Tom still up, sitting on the stairs leading to the dormitories. He was staring, obviously waiting for her return. He got up and walked towards her.

"_So_?" He said expectantly. "What did he want?"

"He just walked me back, that's all."

"Tell me what he said. Did he ask you anything about why you were out of bed?"

"No. He just told me to look after myself, that's all."

A frightening grin crossed Tom's face as he stepped closer.

"That's _everything?_" He asked, eyes boring into hers. She knew he was going through her thoughts again, but it was futile to protest. She had nothing left to hide.

"Yes," she whispered. Satisfied, his grin grew larger.

"It worked then," he whispered. He slowly backed away, deep in thought.

Elspeth had never felt more confused in her life. He had kissed her, her first proper kiss, yet it had been a lie. She was just a cover to him, a _distraction_, he'd never think of her the way she thought of him. He insulted her, threatened her, treated her like dirt, but she couldn't help herself. There was something _about _him.

Tom headed back to the dormitory stairs before turning back to her once more. "Oh, and Elspeth?"

"Yes?"

"Don't overthink it."


	10. In Which a Detention is Served

Come the next Wednesday, rumours were buzzing. How word had gotten around, Elspeth had no idea. Some of the stories she heard were quite imaginative ('Karkaroff and Riddle were caught _skinny dipping _in the lake!' 'They were caught canoodling in the astronomy tower!' 'They snuck out and raided the kitchen, and were caught kissing on the way back!'). There was even a rumour that Elspeth had started the rumour herself for attention. All in all, Elspeth felt ready to jump off of the footbridge.

"_Please _tell me it's true!" Walburga yelled as she joined Elspeth, Aldrego and Dolohov in the library at lunch time.

"I assure you it's not," Elspeth said sadly, not even needing to hear what Walburga had heard.

"You're not eloping with Tom to Holland then?"

"Who even comes up with this?!" Elspeth moaned, covering her face with her book.

"It's not _that _bad," Dolohov said in an attempt to comfort her. "_We _know it's not true, and that's all that matters."

"Easy for you to say! You don't have everyone in the school gawking at you!" Elspeth complained. "You should have seen the looks Professor Merrythought was giving me in Defence Against the Dark Arts today."

"That's only because _she _has a crush on Riddle as well," Walburga said with a giggle.

"So, wait, what?" Dolohov blurted with a worried expression. "What _is _true then?"

If looks could kill, Walburga wouldn't have lasted long. "We were caught out of bed, that's _all,_" Elspeth said. "I followed Tom out when he went for Prefect duty. I shouldn't have, it was wrong of me, but I was curious about where he was going, and that's _it_." She had rehearsed her story what felt like thousands of times in her head. She still wasn't sure how believable it came out.

"So, what, you were caught just running around the castle at night then?" Walburga asked.

"_Yes,_" Elspeth said. She didn't want to tell the group of them that the part of the story where they were caught kissing was true. She may have been close with her brother, but certainly not close enough to tell him about it. She especially didn't want to tell them that the only reason they were kissing was to cover up Tom's real reason for being out of bed. The mysterious vanishing room had been on Elspeth's mind ever since; she'd been to the seventh floor to investigate multiple times a day, but on every trip she only found wall.

"That's boring!" Walburga moaned. "I think I'll stick to telling the skinny dipping story."

"So, Christmas is coming up," Dolohov started, his mood lifted. "Do you guys know what you're doing for the break yet?"

"Heading back to our Grandparents," Aldrego said. "Nothing too exciting. Will be catching up with Wally too." Walburga blushed. It was nice to see her brother happy, but Elspeth still felt a wave of jealousy.

"Damn," said Dolohov. "I've got to stay here for the break this year. I don't want to be stuck with Riddle by myself. Maybe someone will take me in…"

"Is Tom staying too?" Elspeth asked.

"He stays every year," Walburga said.

"Oh."

"Well, before we all leave you to your lonesome, at least we'll have Slughorn's Christmas party," Walburga said to Dolohov cheerfully. "Just wait until you see it, it's Slughorn's biggest party of the year, he goes all out," she added on for Elspeth and Aldrego.

When the end of lunch came, Dolohov offered to walk Elspeth to Herbology, although he had Ancient Runes next.

"It's great now that Tom's let you in," Dolohov was saying cheerfully as they passed over the footbridge. "I mean, as much as I didn't want you to join for your own safety, I'm happy you did."

"Thanks, I think," Elspeth laughed.

"So for the Christmas party, I don't know if you already have plans yet, but did you want to come along with me? Don't make me take Cordelia again," he laughed nervously.

"Oh," Elspeth said, surprised. She wasn't sure what to say. "I'd like to, but I'm not sure - you know - with Tom and everything."

He frowned. "I thought you said the rumours aren't true."

"No, I mean, they aren't," Elspeth stuttered. "I just mean that we went to the last one together, and he hasn't said anything about this party yet, so I don't know if he has plans or not."

"So you're saying no to me on the chance that he _might _ask you," he stated.

"I - I guess," she said, feeling horrible. "You know what he's like, I don't want to upset him." Elspeth couldn't see another way around it; surely after everything he said, Tom would want to go with her. At the very least she figured he wouldn't want her going with anyone else, if only for keeping up appearances.

"It's always Riddle, I get it," he said. Elspeth couldn't tell whether he sounded angry or sad.

"I'm sorry, if he doesn't want to go, then I'll definitely go with you, I just -"

"No, it's okay. I get it," he said abruptly, before turning and walking away, leaving her alone at the Greenhouse.

Elspeth's detention had been scheduled for that evening. She had received a letter telling her to meet at the entrance to the seventh floor corridor at 6pm sharp. She'd been feeling horrible all day about Dolohov, and she really didn't think she was up to a night of detention.

Elspeth decided to make it to the corridor by 5.45, giving her a chance to inspect the corridor for the mysterious disappearing door. However, when she finally reached the top of the stairs, Tom was already there, leaning against the wall waiting.

"Of course," he said in an unimpressed manner as he saw her. "I knew you wouldn't be able to keep your large nose away from here."

"I don't know what you mean," she said innocently. "I am simply here to serve my time in detention."

He raised an eyebrow. "Yes, and I'm Godric Gryffindor," he said.

Elspeth leant against the wall opposite Tom. "Have you heard what everyone is saying about us?"

"Yes."

"How did anyone even know we were out of bed? The only ones there were Dumbledore, you, and I."

"I told Cordelia about it, and to tell as many others as possible."

"_What?_" She said. She had thought that Dumbledore had shared the story with the rest of the staff or maybe a ghost had overheard. Or maybe someone in a portrait had spread the rumours. She had never considered that it could have been Tom. "_Why _would you do that?" She demanded angrily. She felt a pang of jealousy knowing he had spoken to Cordelia.

"To get everyone talking," he said lazily.

"But _why?_"

He rolled his eyes. "Think of it as a dust storm. If everyone is distracted by _scandalous_ stories, they'll fail to notice any smaller on goings."

Elspeth frowned. She was growing resentful of Tom and his ideas.

"Besides, didn't you _enjoy_ our little night out? Are you _ashamed _of me?" He teased.

"That's not what this is about-"

"Good!" A booming voice interrupted. "Glad to see you received my letters!" The voice belonged to Apollyon Pringle, the school Caretaker.

"Be grateful Professor Dumbledore _insisted _that I go easy on you. I would cane anyone I caught out of bed at night!" He said with a glare on his face. "Right, this way. Over here, you will _scrub _every single piece of armour on these suits. _No magic. _You will scrub until they _all _are _pristine_. I will be here, ready to inspect them once you are done."

He pulled a chair out of a classroom and sat down, taking a book from his jacket.

"You, girl, start on the right. Boy, start on the left."

Elspeth groaned internally. The corridor was lined with suits of armour, surely they'd be here close to all night.

Two hours later, Elspeth found herself wishing they _had _been caned; at least it would have been done by now. However, she was grateful that now they had cleaned their way so far down the corridor that they were out of Pringle's earshot that they could talk.

"Tom?" Elspeth said as she vigorously scrubbed the inside of a particularly large helmet.

"Yes?"

"Is it true that you always stay here over Christmas?"

When Elspeth hadn't received an answer for a few seconds, she turned around. "Tom?"

"It is," he said. He wasn't looking at her, focused in his cleaning.

"Why? Wouldn't you rather go home and enjoy your holidays?" Elspeth asked.

"Hogwarts is my home," he said.

"Oh," she said. "Well, if you wanted a break, you could always come stay with us for a few days."

Tom laughed. "Why would I want that? I see far too much of you as it is."

"I just thought- never mind," Elspeth murmured, feeling stupid.

"What, that I'd like to play house with you?" He scoffed. "I tell you to not to overthink this and what do you do? Typical."

Elspeth's scrubbing pace quickened as her frustration grew. "I was just trying to be _nice_. Maybe you should try it. Besides, think of the rumours you could spread if you did stay."

As his cleaning turned silent, Elspeth turned around. He was giving her a menacing look. "I won't be pitied. I stay here by choice."

"Alright."

They finished cleaning in silence. Elspeth grew bitter; her life would be far simpler if she could just like Dolohov. It was a tease; if she couldn't be with Tom properly, she'd rather not be with him at all.

After they had been scrubbing for a solid three and a half hours and their hands were cramping, Pringle finally let them leave. As they headed back to the common room, Tom kept his distance, a faint scowl on his face.

"So, Slughorn's Christmas party is coming up," said Elspeth. When she received no response, she added, "are we going?"

"Yes."

"Together?"

"Yes."

"What does that mean?"

Tom raised his eyebrows questioningly.

"I mean, what does that mean for us? What am I meant to tell everyone else?"

"That we're going to Slughorn's Christmas party," he said slowly, stating the obvious.

Elspeth sighed. "Does that mean I can tell them we're a couple?"

"If you must."

"_Are_ we a coup-"

"Do you _ever _stop asking questions?" Tom interrupted. "Just _be quiet _for once in your life_._"

"I just want know what's going on! And to be included in your planning, seeing as I already am kind of included," Elspeth said, feeling as though weeks' worth of irritation was suddenly escaping. "I need something to tell everyone. Like for when someone else asks me out."

Tom laughed. "Who would ask you out?"

Elspeth made a sound of indignity. "I don't know, _you. _And Dolohov."

"Oh I see," Tom said with a smirk. "Rolan's finally plucked up the courage then?"

"I suppose."

"I hope you didn't upset him," he said with a laugh. "He's rather fragile."

"_I _think he's nice."

"_Nice,_" Tom dragged out. "Pathetic, more like."

"Maybe more people would like you if you took a leaf out of his book."

"I don't need to be liked."

"You seem to want the Professors to like you."

"That's different."

"_Anyway, _I just want to be involved."

"Maybe once you prove yourself, I might think about it."

"_What more do I have to do?_" She demanded.

Tom smiled devilishly. "We haven't even gotten started yet."


	11. Which Contains an Empty Diary

Come Friday night, Elspeth couldn't stand it; Dolohov had been avoiding her since asking her to go to Slughorn's party with him. It had only been a couple of days, yet things weren't nearly as cheerful without him. Determined, she approached the Slytherin table for dinner and squeezed herself in between Dolohov and Walburga.

"Hey," she said with a smile.

"Hi," he said, looking away quickly.

"How are you?" She pressed awkwardly.

"Good," he said quietly, focused on his soup.

"You should've seen Professor Beery in Herbology today, he was grabbed by the Venomous Tentacula. Almost got bitten too, you would've enjoyed it."

"Yeah?" She almost got a smile out of him.

"You should have heard him squeal," she giggled.

He laughed, seeming to give in. "If only you took Care of Magical Creatures, Kettleburn fell in the lake yesterday. Couldn't have written better comedy if I tried."

"I would pay to see that," she laughed.

"Maybe one day we'll be lucky enough to catch him feeding the giant squid, he's bound to fall again. That stomach of his must put him off balance."

"Maybe," she said with a laugh.

Elspeth received a nudge from her other side and noticed Walburga shuffle down the bench with a cheeky smile on her face. The reason why became very clear as Tom took the newly vacant seat and casually put his arm around her shoulders.

"Evening," he said smoothly.

"Hello," Elspeth blushed. She could feel the eyes of the students around her glued to her. Amongst the eyes of the students, Professor Dumbledore was peering curiously over his glasses from the front of the Hall.

"Rolan," Tom called, leaning close to Elspeth to talk to Dolohov on her other side. "Got any progress yet?"

Dolohov looked angry, intimidated and sad all at once. "No, I haven't," he said sheepishly.

"And yet here you sit," Tom said, a silent threat in the air.

Elspeth wasn't sure if she'd ever felt so awkward in her life. She had no idea what Tom was talking about.

"Tomorrow," Dolohov said. "I'll have it tomorrow."

"I certainly hope so," Tom said with a smile. His gaze shifted to Elspeth and quickly, while Dolohov was still looking, he gave her a peck on the cheek.

Elspeth's eyes grew wide. Public affection? Her eyes weren't the only ones that widened. Down the table, a group of Slytherins were whispering amongst each other. Amongst them, were Malfoy and Cordelia.

"And how are you?" He asked with a warm smile. It was strange; she almost believed it.

"I'm well thank you," she said awkwardly, heart hammering. Elspeth struggled to concentrate with him so close. "And you?"

"Excellent," he looked at her thoughtfully. "I've changed my mind. I want to take you up on your offer."

Elspeth's mind ran blank. "What offer?"

"I'd like to stay with you for a week over the break."

"Why?" She asked, suddenly worried.

"What do you mean 'why'? I just want some time with you. I can meet your family," his smile was infectious. As much as she wanted to, she couldn't believe him. He was up to something, she knew it.

"Well, it's awfully presumptuous to assume that the offer still stands," Elspeth said, raising her chin.

"So _re-extend_ it then," Tom said sternly in a low voice into her ear. Elspeth shivered.

"Alright. I'll write home to my grandparents and see if you can," she eventually said.

"And I'll need to see you in the Forest tomorrow. Tell the others," he said quietly, reaching for the roast chicken across the table.

Worry took over; in truth, Elspeth wasn't sure who 'the others' all were. On the night of her initiation, there were a few more hooded figures than she had thought there would be.

He looked down at her questioningly.

"Yes," she said.

As the students left the Great Hall, Elspeth left Tom to his prefect duties and caught up to Dolohov.

"Hey," she called. "I need your help."

"You need _my _help?"

"Yeah. I need to tell everyone that Tom wants a meeting tomorrow night, but I'm not sure of how many of us there are."

"Why don't you tell _Tom _that, I'm sure he'd _love _to help you."

"I - what?"

"Why is he interested in you anyway? He didn't even want you around, and now suddenly he won't leave you alone?"

"Maybe he just likes me," Elspeth said, feeling slightly offended.

Dolohov almost laughed. "No, he doesn't. He doesn't like anyone."

"Maybe you're wrong."

"Look, I've known Riddle for _six years_. This is not his normal. I'm telling you, he wants something from you, and he's using you to get it."

"Is it so shocking that someone could like me?"

"That's not it and you know it," Dolohov's eyes narrowed.

"I don't know what you want me to say," Elspeth said eventually.

"I'm just trying to look out for you, I'm worried that he's using you."

"So what if he is?" Elspeth said, frustrated.

"'So what?' Are you being serious right now?"

"You're one to talk! 'Got any progress yet?'" Elspeth mimicked in her best Tom voice. "He's got you doing things you don't want to do as well, I don't see a difference."

"That's different, I'm not the one getting into _bed _with him."

"_Neither am I!"_

"Yeah, but you want to," he said, before he could restrain his words. With a look that could have killed, Elspeth turned and stormed off down the corridor.

_How _dare _he? _She thought, her pace quickening. _All because I said I wouldn't go to Slughorn's with him. He's a complete and utter _child.

She was so angry, her eyes began to well up with tears. She was terrible at controlling her anger; either it came out in tears or she took it out on others.

She stormed into the library and sought out her favourite table tucked away in the back corner. To her dismay, Tom was already occupying the desk, his books spread across the table. When he looked at her, his eyes widened slightly and he shook his head.

"Did you follow me out from dinner?" He said looking irritated. He sighed before she could respond. "No. I don't want company, go and find another table."

Elspeth threw her bag onto the chair opposite Tom and began to get her books out.

"_No_, I need the space. Go pester somebody else."

Elspeth glared. "You don't own the library."

He stared back, pausing for a moment. Elspeth braced herself, ready for his anger and insults. Much to her surprise, it never came.

"Have it your way then," he finally said, scooping up his books. In almost no time at all, he had collected his things and left the corner, leaving Elspeth to the table.

She wasn't sure if she was grateful or not; she had come to the library to be on her own, but seeing Tom in her favourite spot had instilled some hope in her. Maybe he _would_ grow to like her.

She adjusted her things on the table before she realised Tom had left something behind. A small black book sat toward the corner of the desk. She reached out and pulled it over. As she held it she felt the strangest familiarity, like she had reached out and touched Tom himself. She opened the book and realised he had left his _diary_. Excitement swept through Elspeth as she read his name, 'T.M. Riddle' handwritten on the inner page.

She quickly looked around to make sure he was truly gone before she flipped through the pages. Her heart sank seeing that the pages were all blank.

_Odd, _Elspeth thought, _I could've sworn I've seen him writing in it before._

She turned the diary over in her hands. It simply looked like an overly ordinary black diary, so ordinary that it could've been made by muggles. Still, she couldn't look away from it, it seemed to be drawing her in. Her head felt strangely foggy, her hands almost trembling with what seemed like magic pulsing from the diary. _It couldn't be magic, it's just a diary, perhaps fitted with a secrecy charm. _

She flicked through the pages back and forth, taking in the feel of the parchment of each page as she did so. The diary had an allure that reminded her of Tom. At a glance, it was merely a book - a neat, attractive book. Yet it felt _powerful_, like something pretending to be something else.

_"_What _are _you doing?" A firm voice disrupted Elspeth from her diary-induced daze. Tom had evidently realised he'd left his diary. She should've known he'd come back for it. He glared down at her with an eyebrow raised and his mouth in a straight line.

"I - nothing. I - you left this," Elspeth stammered as she offered him the diary.

"Snooping?" He quickly snatched the diary out of her hands.

"No! I just - I - well, there's nothing in there anyway," she said quickly.

"So you _were _snooping."

"Have you cast a spell on it? Is that why it's empty?"

"_That_ is none of your business," he said, his tone turning angry.

"A secrecy charm? It must be a powerful one."

"_I said, _it's none of your business," his stare was cold, Elspeth wanted to hide.

"Sorry," she muttered. "It's just an empty book."

His scowl slowly turned into a thoughtful look. "Yes, I suppose it is." Tom turned on his heel and left the Library.


	12. In Which There are Dreams of a Diary

In the end, Elspeth asked Walburga and Aldrego to let the rest of the group know about Tom's meeting. After some bickering, Dolohov had left early for the meeting with Aldrego, seeming angrier than he had after Elspeth rejected him. Elspeth snuck out with Walburga; they had planned on sneaking out into the forest in groups to minimise their chances of getting caught.

"Tell me, tell me, tell me," Walburga insisted in a whisper as they hurried from pillar to pillar, crossing the dark courtyard.

"There's nothing to tell," Elspeth replied before jogging out into the cold snow of the grounds.

"'_Nothing to tell'. _We all _saw _you at dinner yesterday. He _kissed _you. He put his arm around you. That's _not _nothing," Walburga urged.

Elspeth sighed. "It's complicated. I don't know what's happening," she said, trying to remain honest.

"_Well_, I think you're lying. I also think you make a cute couple."

Elspeth smiled and continued trudging through the snow while Walburga followed behind, removing any trace of their footprints as they went.

"What's this meeting about? Has he said anything about it to you?" Asked Walburga as they reached the outskirts of the forest.

"Not a clue. I have as much of an idea as you do."

They made their way slowly through the forest in silence. Thankfully, Walburga had been to many meetings and had remembered where the clearing was. Elspeth surely would've been lost by now without her.

As they passed a large tree with a hollowed out trunk that Elspeth recognised, Walburga gestured to Elspeth to put on her hood. She did so and stepped past into the clearing. There was already a small circle of hooded figures standing in the clearing. Elspeth recognised Aldrego and Dolohov immediately by their postures. At the front of the circle Tom was standing watchfully, still, as if made from stone. He was again without a hood and looked down at Elspeth and Walburga entering, and made no form of greeting. They joined the ends of the open circle calmly and bowed their heads as the others were doing, waiting for the others to arrive.

After ten more minutes, Tom's calm expression had changed to look almost irritated. The gap that still remained in the circle told Elspeth that a few others were missing. With one quick last eye roll, Tom stepped forward.

"Welcome, my friends," he said in his familiar greeting. "Tonight marks our last meeting of the year. I was hoping, for a goodbye of sorts, although few of us are _missing," _his voice turned cold, his eyes glancing at the space between the two hooded figures at the end of the circle.

"I will be needing something from all of you while you are away," he continued, pacing back and forth in the middle of the circle. He twirled his wand between his long fingered hands. "I have _business _that I will be attending to over the course of the break. I need the rest of you to keep quiet. I need _no _contact. No letters. _Malfoy,_" Tom stopped and faced a tall slim figure.

"Yes, my Lord," Malfoy's distinct voice said, with a small shake.

"I will also be needing you all to be on your best behaviours. You need to be _seen. _Whether it be parents, friends, strangers, I don't care. But every day, you must be seen. The more closely affiliated with Hogwarts or the Ministry the witnesses are, the better," he had begun pacing again.

"If you please, Lord, why?" Malfoy asked bravely.

"_Because I said so,_" Tom replied suddenly. Elspeth would have hated to be Malfoy in that moment. Tom had turned to face him again, a look of disgust on his face. Malfoy bowed.

As Tom went to start speaking again, he was interrupted by two more hooded students entering the clearing, obviously in a hurry.

"_Nott. Rosier,_" Tom said in greeting, his expression turning calm. In a way, his calm expression was more frightening than his angry one. When he was calm, he gave nothing away. At least when he was angry, you knew what was coming. "_You are late._"

"My apologies, my Lord," Rosier said in a small voice. Elspeth hadn't had much to do with Colin so far. He was a weed of a boy, with a messy patch of brown hair, he looked very out of place with his more menacing group of friends. Nott, on the other hand looked very much the part. "It wasn't out fault; it was old Kettleburn, he caught us out in the courtyard," Colin gushed.

"I do not care who's _fault _it is," Tom said icily. He stepped closed. "_You will not be late again. _Perhaps next time I won't be so lenient."

"My Lord," Rosier and Nott said in unison.

Tom turned suddenly and paced back to the front of the circle. "Rolan! Do you have what I asked you for?" His cold gaze turned to Dolohov.

"Yes, my Lord," he said nervously. Tom smiled and went over to him.

"Well?" He said with his hand out. Dolohov reached into his cloak and took out a small blue box, and placed it in Tom's hand. Tom looked down and peered into the box before a grin erupted on his face.

"_Excellent. _I never doubted you," Tom said insincerely.

Dolohov bowed, and Tom returned to the front if the circle. "With thanks to Rolan, when we return next month, I will have a _gift _for to those of you who prove yourselves worthy. A gift which will be the highest of honours amongst my Knights."

Elspeth could see the excitement coming from the others. Many of them stood a little straighter, showed a bit more interest upon his offer. She grew curious; what could it be? Magic? Weapons? Tasks like Dolohov's?

"Some of you have already earned my trust. _Others _are still yet to prove it," he said. Elspeth could've sworn that his eyes flicked towards her.

"Now, before we say goodnight, is there anything anyone would like to add? No?" Tom asked with an amused smile. Elspeth wouldn't have dared speak. It seemed clear that his politeness was merely a facade.

"Please, sir," the figure next to Malfoy knelt. Elspeth recognised the slow voice as the one belonging to Frederick Mulciber. "I must tell you. Professor Dumbledore is asking many questions. He's pressuring us, many of us, to speak to him. He's asked of you leaving for the break, whether we'll be seeing you, what we'll be up to. When he sees groups of us, he interrupts and singles us out one by one."

Tom's nostrils flared. He looked down at the mulch of the forest thoughtfully. There was a long pause as he paced. "_I _will deal with Dumbledore," he finally said slowly.

"My Lord, he's not giving in. You said you'd deal with him months ago. He's only grown more persistent. I fear if he keeps it up, those of us who are... _weaker_, won't stay quiet much longer," Mulciber said.

"You question me?" Tom spoke in a low voice. His eyes flashed with anger. "You question the loyalty of your peers?"

"No, my Lord, that's not what I-"

"_Silence,_" As he spoke, he waved his wand gently, his voice sounding almost like a hiss. Mulciber's mouth continued to move as if he were speaking, yet without sound.

Elspeth tried to withhold her smile. She didn't care much for Mulciber, and she had to admit, she enjoyed watching him make things worse for himself. _Better him than me, _she thought to herself. She hadn't considered telling Tom about her interactions with Dumbledore, although she knew he could easily find out if he wanted. He'd shown her many times that her mind was not well guarded.

"Dealing with Dumbledore will take time. He will not be easily persuaded. _But eventually he will be. _In the mean time, it is imperative that you all do as I say, and _keep quiet _and _be seen, _or else face my displeasure. I will do the rest," Tom said calmly to the group. He looked at each of his Death Eaters slowly, silence filled the air in the forest. "_Understood_?"

All of the members of the circle bowed their heads, without a sound. Elspeth followed suit.

"If there is anybody in our midst who is considering filling old Dumbledore in, then I suggest you _reconsider. _Your disloyalty will most certainly not be forgiven. You all remember your pledges, yes?"

Everyone's heads were still bowed as they stood in silence, tension thick in the air.

"_Good. _Until next month then," Tom said, before exiting the circle and disappearing into the forest.

Elspeth crept down the dimly lit seventh floor corridor. The shadows produced by her lantern were eery; in her peripheral vision, they appeared to move on their own accord. She approached the patch of wall the mysterious door had previously materialised on, and rested her palm upon it.

"Why won't you open?" She asked it, frustrated. She almost squealed when she heard what sounded like a faint whisper in response.

She turned to her left, to the direction from which the whisper came. For a moment, she heard nothing more. When she went to turn back to the wall, she heard it again. Still unable to make out the words within the whispers, she slowly walked down the hall. As she crept, the whispers grew louder and more frequent.

_"I will..."_

Her pace sped up.

_"... find... I know..."_

Her heart pounded against her chest.

_"You are hiding..."_

She turned sharply around the next corner.

_"You are lying."_

As she made it out to the Grand Staircase, the voice stopped. Still feeling half petrified, she went to go back the way she came and almost walked into a table that she couldn't remember passing.

As she quickly scanned the table, she saw on the corner, a small black book. _His _diary.

Her breath caught in her throat, for a moment she stood, unaware of what to do.

_"You... will... die..."_

Elspeth's mouth popped open. The whispers seemed to come from the diary. The book suddenly lurched, opening by itself. The pages turned rapidly, she could feel the gust of cold air coming from them.

Her head grew foggy, she felt as though a warm, rough hand was grasping at her throat. She went to yell, but found herself unable. Her vision blurred. She saw the table accelerating in front of her, as she realised she was being pulled face first into it.

Was it the end? She she braced herself for the impact of the collision, for the feeling of disappearing into the book –

Elspeth shot up out of her bed with a gasp.

"Ah!" She yelled as her forehead whacked the bottom of the bunk on top of her bed. Relief along with the pain swept through her as she realised that she had only been dreaming. Covered in a thin layer of sweat, she got out of bed and went to rinse her face in the bathroom.

_It had seemed so real, _she thought as she stared at her reflection. _It was just a dream. Nothing more. Just a dream._

Once her heart rate had returned to normal, she spent the rest of the morning in the common room, too shaken to go back to sleep. She couldn't keep her thoughts off of the diary.

It was their last day of the term at Hogwarts. Today, she would spend hours on the train returning home, and the next month with her grandparents. She wasn't sure how she felt about it: sad to be leaving her friends and happy to be back with family. She was both excited and nervous to see Tom outside of school. All in all, she felt like an emotional wreck.

Perhaps Tom would be nicer away from the rest of the group. Perhaps he'd be worse. Maybe she'd get an opportunity to investigate the diary some more. She didn't know what to expect, particularly as he had told them that he had business to attend to these holidays. Was he referring to staying with her? She doubted it; if that was all he meant, he wouldn't have instructed them to have alibis every day. Whatever it was, she hoped he would be sorting out in the time he wasn't with her. She didn't think she could deal with being caught up in whatever he was planning.

She'd organised with her reluctant grandmother that he'd stay one week in the spare room. Thankfully, Olga had already agreed to Walburga coming to see Aldrego, leaving Elspeth able to argue that it would have been unfair not to let Tom stay as well. It also helped that Tom didn't have any family to see over the break. Elspeth's grandmother was far too kind to let him spend his Christmas alone. All weekend she had been imagining scenario after scenario of how the week with Tom would go. Her favourites by far were the ones that ended with him sneaking into her bedroom.

Other students began filing out of their dormitories around 6.30. Elspeth's heart jumped seeing that one of the first few was Tom, but he didn't speak to her. With a quick glance, he dashed out of the common room. She frowned.

"Hey!" Olive said, taking the seat next to Elspeth. "You're up early."

"Yeah, couldn't sleep with the excitement of going home and all," said Elspeth.

"Much planned?"

"No, just catching up with the family," Elspeth said. Other than Aldrego, Elspeth hadn't told anyone about Tom's visit.

"Oh that's nice. I'm doing the same, but I'm not exactly excited about it. Between you and me, my parents think I'm a bit of a burden," Olive said sadly.

"I'm sure they don't!"

"No, no, they do. But it's alright. I am a bit of a burden. Who knows, maybe one day my magic will miraculously improve."

"Just like magic," Elspeth said with a proud laugh. From what she had seen, Olive really was hopeless. She was good at Herbology and History of Magic, but that was about as far as her talent extended.

"Found a little friend?" Sneered Cordelia as she passed by. "How sweet of you looking after the fifth years."

"Lay off," Elspeth said.

Cordelia laughed. "Just teasing, Karkaroff. You know we're all friends here." Elspeth groaned internally when Cordelia sat down at the table. She had begun to realise that Cordelia was very much a wild card - most of the time she was unpleasant, but every now and then she had her good moments. But now that Tom was showing interest in Elspeth, the unpleasant side of Cordelia had been coming out increasingly often.

"You and Tom are courting then?" Asked Cordelia unexpectedly. Olive looked at Elspeth questioningly.

"W-what? No, we're - I don't know where you got that idea from."

"Please, he told me all about you," she said. "You do know that we're friends, right? He tells me these things. I don't know why you're being so 'hush hush' about it. Then again, I suppose he _is _out of your league."

"You're just jealous that he likes Elle and not _you_," Olive said bravely.

"Nobody asked you. Shouldn't you be running home to mummyby now?" Cordelia scowled.

Olive glared in return. "I'll talk to you later," she said to Elspeth before grabbing her things and leaving the common room.

"Why do you have to be so difficult?" Elspeth asked Cordelia.

"Me? Difficult? I don't know what you mean," she said innocently, speaking in a hushed voice. "Why are you speaking to her anyway? Our Lord wouldn't have asked you to recruit, particularly not _her._ You'll get on his bad side if he catches you mingling too much with outsiders. You should've seen how he was with Dolohov and your brother for letting you in on the know. You should be grateful that I'm helping you out."

Elspeth scanned the room to make sure no other students were in earshot. "_Our Lord? _He's not around, you don't have to call him that."

Cordelia gave Elspeth an incredulous look. "I can look past your lack of respect because you're still relatively new. But the Dark Lord _will_ rule, and I advise you prepare yourself for when he does. He may be interested in you now for some strange reason, but he'll see sense soon enough and _I_ intend on being there for him when it matters."

And with that, Cordelia rose from her seat and followed the other students out of the common room.


	13. In Which the Students Return Home

"Please tell me that Nan changed her mind," Aldrego said to Elspeth as they made their way to the thestral-drawn carriages.

"She hasn't sent any more letters," she replied with a smile.

"This isn't a good thing, Elle."

"Oh yes it is, you'll see. We'll be in the good books. Remember what he said about the gifts?"

Aldrego sighed. Ever since Elspeth told him Tom would be visiting for Christmas, he had been asking her to reconsider.

"Mark my words, the closer I get, the better off we'll _both _be," Elspeth continued proudly.

"I'm not so sure," he said sadly.

"Drego!" The twins turned to see Walburga running down the hill towards them, dragging her trunk behind her. They stopped walking, letting her catch up. Once she reached them, she clumsily dropped the handle of her trunk (which promptly fell over) and threw her arms around Aldrego.

"I was worried you'd get on the train before I got there and I wouldn't be able to find you!" She exclaimed, quickly picking up her trunk and smoothing her long dark hair.

"Don't worry, we wouldn't have left Kings Cross without you," he assured her. The plan was for Walburga to spend the first week with them, coming directly back to their house from the Station. They hadn't told Walburga about Tom also visiting yet, although she was sure to find out - her last day with them would be the first of Tom's.

"Although I would have tried," Elspeth teased as they resumed their trek down the hill.

"You looked like you had a good time at Slughorn's Christmas party then!" Walburga said to Elspeth. "It's a shame about Dolohov though."

"Dolohov?"

"You crushed him, don't pretend like you don't know it," she said teasingly, nudging her. Upon seeing her look of sadness, she continued. "Don't worry, anyone in your position would've gone with Tom too. Dolohov knows that you didn't have a choice, not _really._"

"That doesn't make me feel any better," Elspeth said.

As they rounded the last bend and the carriages came into view, they saw a large queue awaiting them. They hastily lined up behind a group of fourth years.

"You'd think they would have a better system than first in first served," Aldrego commented.

"We're _supposed _to arrive at the station year by year, but Kettleburn never listens," said Walburga. Elspeth stood as tall as she could and peered over the crowd. Professor Kettleburn was right at the front, guiding group by group onto the carriages. She also noticed Professors Slughorn and Merrythought guiding the traffic of students (or in Slughorn's case, chatting with the students). As she scanned the crowd closer to where they were standing, her eyes met none other than those belonging to Professor Dumbledore. After noticing his curious expression, she turned back to her friends, feeling a light touch on her shoulder.

"Good morning," Tom said to her, seeming to have materialised next to her.

"Morning," she smiled.

"Black. Karkaroff," Tom nodded in greeting to Walburga and Aldrego. They nodded in return, Walburga giving him a small smile. Elspeth could see the discomfort clear on Aldrego's face. She couldn't help but think, had Professor Dumbledore noticed the way Tom interacted with his friends? Had he noticed that they weren't really friends at all? It wasn't only Aldrego who was uncomfortable when Tom was around; Dolohov, Nott and Mulciber acted the very same, surely that contributed to Dumbledore's suspicions.

Elspeth almost jumped in surprise as she felt Tom's fingers lace through hers. His hand was cool and rough, gripping tightly. He looked down at her and raised his eyebrows as she blushed.

"Good morning!" Professor Dumbledore had approached them, the look of intrigue still remaining on his face. Her heart fell; _another act for Dumbledore_. "I trust the term has treated the two of you well?" He looked between Elspeth and Aldrego.

"Yes Professor," Aldrego said quickly. "The teaching is very different here, for the better. And the other students have been very welcoming." He shot a smile at Walburga.

"Glad to hear it," said Dumbledore warmly. "I certainly didn't expect to see you returning home for the break, Tom," Dumbledore said, looking not at all surprised.

"It's a good opportunity to meet Elle's family," said Tom, squeezing Elspeth's hand. He flashed his most charming smile to her. "And Mrs. Cole has asked for an extra hand over Christmas."

"I see," his eyes met Tom's, his eyebrows furrowing. Tom returned his stare, his polite expression had turned blank. His grip grew tighter on Elspeth's hand. After a moment, Dumbledore looked away abruptly. "Well, may you all have a very Happy Christmas," he said quickly before heading further down the line of students.

Elspeth looked up at Tom quickly. He was staring off into the trees in the distance, his nostrils flaring. Recognising that he was not in a good mood, Elspeth stayed silent.

The rest of the wait was very awkward; after a few minutes of silence Walburga and Aldrego began murmuring quietly between themselves. Elspeth was very happy when it was their turn to climb up into the next carriage.

With no more Professors around, Tom had released Elspeth's hand and remained quiet and thoughtful, staring out of the side of the carriage. They were joined in the carriage by a small group of happy fourth years. The journey to Hogsmeade station was a boring one; Walburga and Aldrego spent it happily flirting while Elspeth sat in silence, ignored by Tom who was still deep in thought.

Once they arrived at the station, Elspeth took her trunk and went to follow Aldrego.

"Where are you going?" Tom called from behind her. "This way," he said, gesturing to the back of the train. She followed after him, and much to her dismay, Aldrego and Walburga continued in the other direction.

He led the way to an empty compartment close to the back of the train. As Elspeth approached, he swished his wand and her trunk pulled itself out of her hand, and packed itself away.

"Thanks," she said, mildly impressed. Although she was getting a good hang on non-verbal spells, she still had trouble with certain charms. She took a seat next to the window, her nerves spiking as he closed the door, leaving them alone.

"Did something happen with Dumbledore?" She asked in a small voice once he had settled on the seat opposite her.

He glared at her briefly before looking out the window, a frown forming. "He grows evermore tiresome," he said slowly. She noticed his hands were shaking slightly. "His prying has gone _far _out of line. As if he thinks I wouldn't be prepared for his _foolish _attempts of legilimency," his hands clenched and his voice almost shook.

"But he didn't succeed?" She asked quietly, not wanting to aggravate him further.

"_Of course not!_" He said immediately, his eyes sharp. "But the fact that he was game enough to even _attempt _it, means that _this _is not working," he gestured between them. "We _cannot _simply keep our heads down until we leave Hogwarts for good. There is work which must be done _now,_" he seemed to be thinking out loud more than anything.

"So what do we do?" Elspeth eventually asked.

"_I don't-_" he cut off abruptly, sitting up straighter. He looked at her intently, his head tilting as if curious.

"What if..." He began slowly. "If someone within our midst _were _to come forward?" His eyes appeared brighter, like he had reached an epiphany.

Elspeth looked at him blankly. "I don't see why that would help."

"If Mulciber... Or _you... _No. Your brother. If he were to go to Professor Dumbledore and confide in him, express his concerns about his dear sister being manipulated... We could throw him in the wrong direction. For just long enough, just for the next year and a half..." He trailed off, deep in thought.

Elspeth stayed silent, but her mind was racing. She didn't want her brother in that position, nor did she want Dumbledore paying extra attention to _her_. The others wouldn't trust Aldrego, he'd be an outcast. What if Dumbledore didn't trust Aldrego, and got a hold of his thoughts, his memories. Not only would that ruin everything for Tom, but for them too. They'd never be able to join Grindelwald and follow in their parents footsteps, they might even go to Azkaban. Was planning to commit crimes equal to commiting crimes? Would the fact that they'd kept all of their parents secrets make them accomplices?

"I don't think - I don't - I'm not sure if that's a good idea," she stammered.

"What? Why?" After looking at her for a moment, he smirked. "_Worried _about dearest brother? It's the only thing we can do. Unless of course, I can get _rid _of Dumbledore," said Tom.

"Get rid of him?"

"Oh, you know. Knock him off, as they say. Kill him," he said, as if it were obvious.

Elspeth stared blankly at him for a moment, letting his words sink in. "_What? _A Professor... Kill? You - we can't - how could -"

His expression was full of amusement. "Why are you so shocked? It's the best way to keep him out of my business."

"Business? But that's - that's his _life_!"

"I fail to see the problem here! What about your parents, killed fighting for _Grindelwald._ What do you think they did in their free time? Wrote poetry? _Held tea parties_?" His smile was wide.

"That's different, the cause they died for is for the greater good! The lives lost are regrettable, but necessary," she said.

"_Regrettable but necessary_," he mocked. "What _have _your parents been feeding you? Grindelwald wants power, for _himself_, there is no cause. Besides, what do you think _my _cause is, do you not take me seriously? Do you doubt my success?"

"Like _you _know anything about Grindelwald, you grew up with muggles," Elspeth snapped before she could stop herself. She exhaled deeply in an attempt to calm herself.

"And yet, your abilities don't even come close to mine," he said calmly.

"It's not that I doubt you, I just have trust in Grindelwald. He won't be overthrown, especially not by a _student,_" she tried to reason.

Tom's eyes narrowed. "You think you'll run off to join Grindelwald then? You think he'll take you in just like that, the way I have?"

"Of course. My parents are Abram and Alona Karkaroff, ranking in Grindelwald's inner circle! He has to take us," she said firmly. She glanced out of the window, seeing that the train had begun its journey. She had been so caught up in their argument, she hadn't noticed.

"You are foolish. Your parents are dead, who they _were, _will mean nothing to him now. Besides, what makes you think I'll give you my permission to leave?" His voice grew deeper.

"_Permission_? What do you know anyway, you're just a student."

"_You _came to _me, _remember that. You know too much, you're past the point of return."

Elspeth rose to her feet. "You can't stop me."

He followed suit and rose slowly. He slowly stepped closer until he was inches away. "I assure you, I can. If you _try, _you'll be as dead as that pathetic, _filthy _mudblood," he whispered menacingly, his cold stare unwavering.

Elspeth scoffed, in an attempt to call his bluff. The Acromantula had killed the girl, the whole school knew that. He wouldn't, he wasn't up to _murder. _He was a student, just a student with ambition. He couldn't be _that _deep into the Dark Arts, he's just a 16 year-old boy.

His expression had become twisted, a smirk had returning to his face, as he began to speak as if reading her mind. "_I _killed her, you know. Just as I will kill Dumbledore, and Grindelwald, and _anyone else who tries to stop me,_" he whispered, his rough voice sending shivers down Elspeth's spine. "Don't think for a _moment _that that does not include you."

And with that, he slipped past her and exited the compartment.


	14. In Which an Outing is Planned

Elspeth spent quite a while in the empty compartment after Tom had left, alone with her thoughts. She had a hard time processing everything that had been said.

_He confessed to killing someone_, she thought to herself. _It doesn't even phase him - he'd happily do it again, he threatened to kill _you.

Her pulse raced. As much as she knew, as many times as she was warned about him, she never expected him to be _this _deep into the Dark Arts. Did the others know? Is this why they warned her away? Surely not... If she stayed, would _she _be pressured into killing, too? Is that what life would be with Grindelwald?

As much as she didn't want to admit - he was right. Her parents _were _killers, she knew it. Her father had never hidden the ugly truth from his children. She had been telling herself for years that what they had done was for the greater good... But deep down, she knew Tom was right.

She stood shakily and exited the compartment, going to look for her brother. She assumed that Tom went off for his Prefect duties and would be busy, meaning she hopefully wouldn't bump into him again.

She made her way onto the next carriage, peering into the windows of each compartment as she passed. Midway down the second carriage, there were loud voices coming from a compartment. Much to her relief, she saw her brother, and proceeded to barge in. It was quite a full compartment - Cordelia was playing what looked like a rather heated game of Wizard's Chess with Abraxas, with Walburga cheering on Malfoy's rook as it viciously took Cordelia's knight. Aldrego and Dolohov were discussing something in their Defence Against the Dark Arts text book. Their conversation ceased upon Elspeth sliding the door open.

"Oh hey," her brother said, taking his eyes off of the text book. He looked at her blankly for a moment before his expression grew concerned. "Are you alright?"

She squeezed herself onto the seat between her brother and the wall, trying to avoid the looks Dolohov was giving her. "Yeah, I'm fine," she said quickly.

"What happened?" Walburga asked, taking her attention off of the chess game. "You don't look well."

"Nothing! I'm fine, really."

"Has he asked you to do something?" Walburga continued. Cordelia and Abraxas stopped playing and turned to look at her as well. Walburga didn't have to say Tom's name for them to know who she meant.

"_No. _I _assure _you, I'm fine," Elspeth finally said. "It's nothing!" She added irritably in response to the looks she was receiving.

"Well, it's a good thing you're here, you've come just in time to see Lestrange lose to _Malfoy. _Even I can beat Malfoy!" Walburga said excitedly.

"Oh please, you all know he's cheating!" Cordelia exclaimed.

The rest of the train ride went by quite smoothly; in the company of her brother, Elspeth calmed down quickly. Aside from the occasional awkward glances from Dolohov and snide comment from Cordelia, she actually had a good time with them. By the end of the ride and many more rounds of Wizard's Chess later, she had even almost forgotten about her argument with Tom.

Upon pulling into Kings Cross Station, the boys unloaded everyone's trunks while the girls hopped off and looked for their families. At a distance, Elspeth could make out the scruffy grey hair that belonged to her grandfather. She hadn't expected to see her grandmother - Olga was a very short woman.

"Here you go," Dolohov said quietly, handing Elspeth her trunk.

"Thanks," she said sheepishly.

"Elspeth?" He called as she began to walk over to her grandparents. "I'm sorry, for - you know - being a prat."

"I didn't think you were going to come around," Elspeth said with a smile.

"Yeah well, it's been boring without you. Throws the whole group out of balance."

She laughed. "Don't worry, apology accepted."

"Well... Have a happy Christmas."

"You too," she said, and with a small wave, he disappeared into the crowd of students. Her mood lifted, Elspeth stretched onto her toes to look for her brother.

"Karkaroff," a smooth voice said from her right. Her breath caught seeing that it was Tom, his expression unreadable.

"Hello," said Elspeth timidly, the memories of his anger came flooding back. Her nerves made it difficult to hold eye contact.

"Didn't you want to introduce me to your family?" Asked Tom, raising an eyebrow.

"Oh - yes, yes of course," she stammered. "We'll just wait for Drego and Walburga." She crossed her fingers and hoped they wouldn't turn up, that he'd get tired of waiting and leave without meeting anyone. But much to her dismay, they appeared very quickly.

"Over there! That's my Pop," Aldrego was telling Walburga. "And the short witch next to him, that's my Nan. Come on, let's say hello - oh, good evening," he cut off upon seeing Tom, evidently trying very hard not to seem too formal with him. "You'll be coming to say hello too, I imagine?"

"Yes," Tom replied shortly with a polite smile. Walburga shot a confused look between Aldrego and Elspeth, before following them over to their grandparents.

Their grandfather saw them first; he pointed over to them, and beside him they saw a bush of greyish brown hair bopping up and down.

"_Hello _dears!" Olga said excitedly as she hurried over to them. She brought Aldrego in for a hug before turning on Elspeth. "You've had a good term, I hope? And you must be Walburga," she pulled Walburga in for a hug as well after she nodded.

"And this young man, you are the Tom I've been hearing all about?" She looked over to Tom with an expression of curiosity.

Tom shot Elspeth a smirk before replying. "I certainly am. It's a pleasure to meet you," he smiled warmly at Olga before she hugged him, too. Elspeth felt her eyebrows lift involuntarily, and had to restrain the urge to laugh. It was an odd sight, her grandmother didn't make it up to Tom's shoulders. She felt a mild panic slowly build. He was meeting what was almost all of her remaining family, he'd soon know where they live. What if his threats turned to include them?

"Let them breathe, dear!" Elspeth's grandfather said, grinning at his grandchildren. "You stayed out of trouble, I trust?" He asked Elspeth.

"Us, in trouble? Never."

The carriage ride home from the station was a long one. After saying goodbye to Tom, Walburga had been relentless with her questioning looks to Elspeth. Olga chatted happily all the way home; 'how were all of your classes?' 'Does Headmaster Dippet treat you alright?', 'Tom is a fetching boy, isn't he? You didn't tell me that in your letters!', 'you _need _to write more frequently!' On and on it went.

When they finally arrived home, the twins were freed to give Walburga a tour of the house and get her settled into her room.

"'It's nothing, its nothing,' you said! He's coming over! _To stay with you! _Why didn't you tell me?" Walburga nagged once the three of them were alone in the spare room. "He's staying in your house! _In your house!"_

Aldrego have Elspeth a concerned look. "What is he asking of you? That's it, isn't it?" He said quietly. "There must be something. He said he has business over the break, has he told you? You can tell us, we won't spread it."

"He hasn't asked for anything in particular other than to stay over. I know as much as you do. Besides, even if I did know - _which I don't - _you know he'd find out that I told you."

"I don't like this," Aldrego finished.

"It's not about what _you _like, it's about what _they _like, which is clearly each other," Said Walburga, completely missing the point.

The next week went far too fast for Elspeth's liking. Although she spent most of her time by herself, and the muggle war was preventing her visiting the village, she still had a pleasant time. Her grandfathers protection spells surrounded their farmhouse property; Elspeth had been forbidden to leave the protected zone so wandering was out of the question, but she had managed to tidy up a corner of the attic to retreat to. She had set up all of her school books with parchment and quills and had hoped to get ahead on her homework before Christmas. Though as hard as she tried, she had trouble concentrating; she was far too interested in her book on flesh-eating trees.

Come the last day of Walburga's stay, Elspeth could hardly keep still for nerves. She had spent the whole day before tidying her bedroom, and the morning with Walburga cleaning out the spare room.

"You're so _pushy_! I'll clean up my books when I'm _done _with them, leave them alone!" Walburga complained. "No - put that down!"

Elspeth returned Walburga's hair brush to the dresser. "The room needs to be spotless by noon! He said 12.30 in his letter."

"You _need _to relax," said Walburga.

Come 12 o'clock, Elspeth had migrated downstairs to the living room. Herself and her grandfather would be meeting Tom outside the boundary of the protection spells so that they could guide him to the now invisible property. She had a hard time sitting still.

"Ready to go?" Yury asked at 12.15. Elspeth jumped up and followed him out of the door. "This Tom... he's a nice boy, isn't he?"

"Yes, of course," Elspeth flushed. Her mind begged to differ.

"Drego doesn't seem too taken with him," her grandfather said cautiously.

"Drego doesn't know him too well yet," she said quickly. She avoided her grandfather's eyes as she pondered what Aldrego may have said about Tom.

They walked to the end of the front path and over a crack in the stones where Elspeth knew the protection spells ended. Walking through the boundary was strange - like walking through a thin wall of water. They stood by a tree and waited.

"Do you know how he's getting here?" Yury asked five minutes later. Now that he asked, Elspeth realised she had no idea. She didn't even know where it was he was coming from.

_What if he changed his mind and didn't tell her? What if he never intended on coming and it was all a joke? _She thought to herself.

As another ten minutes passed and Elspeth reached the borderline of panic, a figure stepped into view further down the dirt street that lead to their house. Relief flooded her as she recognised Tom's walk. He was dressed nicely in all black muggle clothes, carrying a surprisingly small bag.

"Afternoon," he said as he approached them, shooting them a smile.

"We were starting to think you'd forgotten us!" Yury said jokingly. Elspeth blushed.

"My apologies. Muggle transport at the moment is quite temperamental," said Tom.

"Ah yes, I suppose it would be," Yury said. "Well best come in then."

Elspeth and Tom followed Yury through the spell boundary, the house reappearing suddenly. Elspeth glanced at Tom, hoping to see some sort of admiration towards the spells or the house; his expression remained blank, not making eye contact with her as he walked. They entered the house again quietly, where they were greeted by a very enthusiastic Olga.

"_Hello _dear! How are you? It's lovely to see you again!" She greeted Tom. "Here, let me get your things," with a flick of her wand, his bag vanished from his grip and presumably reappeared up in the spare bedroom. Elspeth did not miss the very brief flash of irritation that crossed Tom's features.

"Thank you, Mrs. Karkaroff. Happy to be here," Tom said cooly, his irritation was hidden as quickly as it appeared. He reached into his pocket and drew out a small box with a ribbon attached. "For your hospitality," he handed over the box to Olga.

"Oh! Oh you shouldn't have!" She exclaimed excitedly, taking the gift. "How sweet of you. I'm awfully sorry that we couldn't arrange to come and get you, with the state of things at the moment. The wars make travelling very difficult, we haven't been into Great Hangleton in weeks!" Elspeth could see that her grandmother was already regarding Tom in the same manner as many of the Professors, taken by him charm.

"It's really no trouble at all," he replied with a smile.

"How far did you have to come? I hope you didn't have any trouble. Elspeth didn't say where you live." Truth be told, Elspeth didn't _know _where he lived, aside from that it was an orphanage.

"I live in London. I've lived there all my life, travel is no issue."

"London? _London, _why didn't you say so?" Olga directed at Elspeth. "You can't go wandering through _London _at the moment, the muggles have lost their minds!"

Just as Elspeth went to silence her grandmother, Aldrego and Walburga came down the stairs, voices carrying through the house.

"It really wasn't the Goblin's fault though, they were driven to it, they didn't have a - oh," Walburga broke off as she saw that Tom had arrived. "Oh, hello," she added with a nervous smile.

"Walburga dear, you've cleaned up your things then? Elle, why don't you show our guest around while we make a spot of lunch," Olga said hurrying through to the kitchen, successfully distracted.

"This way," Elspeth gestured to the hall and lead Tom up the stairs. They again walked in silence, the stairs creaking awkwardly with each step. She lead him into the beige spare bedroom, holding the door open for him. "This is where you'll be staying."

He didn't reply. He entered the room and went to the bedside table, grabbing his bag from on top of it. He opened the cupboard door and placed his bag in the bottom of it, a light scowl on his face. "Is your grandmother always so loud?" He asked irritably.

"Sorry," Elspeth muttered. "You'll have to get used to it. The bathroom is out at the end of the hall, just to the right. My room is next door on the left, Drego's is opposite yours."

He nodded, and took a seat on the bed. "How far is Little Hangleton from here?" He asked, looking deep in thought.

"What? Oh, uh, maybe about ten miles? It's a fair walk, maybe two hours if you walk fast," Elspeth hadn't been down to the village in years - most of their necessities were purchased in Great Hangleton, the closer of the two villages, while Little Hangleton contained mostly households. "Why? Planning a day trip?" She asked almost jokingly.

"We will go later this week," he said.

"But - we're not allowed to leave the property. With the wars and everything, my grandparents will never let us. Besides, _we_? Why am I going?"

"You'd make your houseguest wander foreign villages all by himself? I need you to join me," He said with a shadow of a smile. "And you best find a way to explain our absence to them then, _we are going,_" he said firmly.

"You need me? Since when do _you _need assistance?"

"I told you at Hogwarts, we all need to be seen, everyday. You will be my alibi, and I will be yours," he smiled innocently.

"Because there's no flaw in that plan at all," Elspeth said heavy with sarcasm. "I suppose you're still not going to tell me _why _we need alibis then?"

"Certainly not."

Aldrego poked his head in through the doorway, noodling at Tom in greeting. "Lunch is ready," he said before retreating quickly.

Tom rose from the bed and followed Elspeth to the door. "Better get thinking then," he said with a grin, patting her lightly on the top of her head.


	15. Which Takes Place in Little Hangleton

"What if I just erase their memories of us leaving?" Elspeth asked Tom, exasperated. The first day of his stay had passed in a worried blur; Elspeth couldn't think of a single plausible reason for them leaving the house. She'd been racking her brain all night trying to think of something and come the next afternoon, she was very much sick of trying.

Tom glared at her before responding. "_Why _would a memory charm be cast in your family's home? The Ministry would ask questions," he said quickly.

"_I don't know!_" She almost yelled, throwing herself onto her bed. Tom sat at the desk in her bedroom working on his History of Magic essay. 'We should spend some time alone together,' he had told her. It had both excited and frightened her until she found out that 'alone time' actually meant that he'd try to ignore her in private. 'Good for appearances', he'd said.

She huffed moodily and stared at the ceiling, the awkward silence filled by the scratching of Tom's quill on his parchment. Much to her annoyance, her grandparents seemed to like Tom very much, particularly Olga. He was disgustingly polite when he spoke to them, a drastic difference to when he spoke to the twins.

A light knock sounded from the partially opened door followed by Aldrego entering quietly.

"Check out what Gypsy bought us," he said, taking a seat next to his sister on the bed. He handed her a letter with a scrawl of circular writing on the front. "It's from Cousin Dimitri," he added quickly confirming Elspeth's suspicions. Aside from their grandparents, their cousin was the only remaining family the twins remained in contact with, however the contact had become less frequent in recent years. Although he was another of their grandchildren, Dimitri didn't get on well with Olga and Yury. Dimitri was 'too far gone' as Olga liked to put it.

Elspeth tore open the envelope and skimmed over the letter. "Klara's had another baby!" She exclaimed. "I didn't even know she was pregnant. Wow that's an age gap." Dimitri and Klara already had a 10 year-old son, Igor, who was due to start at school the coming year.

"Oh yeah I didn't think of that. He doesn't seem overly pleased," Aldrego laughed, as he finished reading the letter.

"We'll have to go see -" Elspeth cut off, a lightbulb switching off in her mind. A smile slowly grew on her face. "_We'll have to go see them._"

Her gaze moved to Tom, who continued to write quickly on his parchment. Aside from a pair of raised eyebrows, he gave no indication of having heard her.

"Er, I don't know, Elle. You know what Nan will say. Besides, even if we could, I don't think I'd want to. It's so much colder in Russia," Aldrego moaned.

"You don't have to come," Elspeth said quickly. 'I can go by Floo, travel directly to their house. And I can bring Tom. Nan can't possibly say no."

"For the last time, _no!" _Olga screeched at Elspeth as she put away the remaining dishes from dinner. "You are not to leave this house!"

"But _Nan_, it's Christmas, Christmas is about family!" Elspeth complained, following her grandmother pace the kitchen. She had plucked up the courage to ask her the same night of receiving the letter - Olga was often in the best mood after dinner.

"_Why _you consider them family is beyond me! No, no, certainly not."

"But he's your grandson! And a new great-granddaughter! Can't you put your prejudices aside? I'm not asking for you to come," Elspeth's voice grew whiny.

Olga sighed and stared at Elspeth. "How would we know that you were safe? You're underage, how would you protect yourselves?"

"We'd take the Floo Network straight into their living room, we wouldn't get into any danger. And even if we did while we were there, _Dimitri_ would protect us," Elspeth reasoned. "_Please, Nan?_"

Olga looked at Elspeth intently for a moment before speaking. "Fine," she said slowly, which was met with cheers from Elspeth. "_Fine! _But _only _a day! You are not to leave Dimitri's home, understood? And the two of you will stay together!"

"Thank you, thank you, thank you!" Elspeth chanted, jumping on the spot.

"And if he gets you into any trouble, don't expect me to come and get you!" Olga finished.

"Thank you, thank you, thank you! I send an owl right away!"

With a last hug, Elspeth hurried out of the room and jogged up the stairs towards the spare bedroom. Pure relief flooded her, enough to outweigh her growing worries about the day to come. As she reached the second storey landing, she slowed down in the hallway upon hearing hushed voices from the spare bedroom. She edged the door open, eyebrows furrowed. To her surprise, Tom sat at the desk speaking lowly to Aldrego, who stood listening intently. Over the past few days, she had seen very little interaction between them beside from the polite conversations in the presence of their grandparents.

Tom stopped speaking abruptly as his gaze turned to the open door. "Yes?" He asked with raised eyebrows.

"I just wanted to let you know -" his blank expression grew irritated and prompted her to break off. Aldrego stared expectantly. "Um, I'll be back later? Alright..." Elspeth slowly backed out of the room and retreated to the safety of her bedroom, feeling thoroughly unwanted.

She quickly hatched a plan. Making sure to step on the floorboards in her room to make them creak, she slipped straight back out of her room and closed her door loudly. As silently as she could, she tip-toed back to the doorway of the spare bedroom and sat back against the wall, listening as closely as she could. _Without me, Tom wouldn't have had a place to stay for the break! How dare they exclude me,_ Elspeth thought bitterly to herself.

"-I will teach you," she heard Tom say in his low voice. "It is _imperative _that he does not find out, understand?"

Elspeth heard her brother agree, followed by a low sigh. For a moment, she thought they had finished their discussion, until she heard a throat clear from above her.

With a jump, she looked up to see Tom poking his head through the gap in the door, staring down at her, eyebrows furrowed.

"And what _are _we doing down here?" He asked full of amusement.

"I was just- I thought I'd-"

"You know, if there's one thing I don't appreciate, it's a _snitch_," he said, his tone losing its amusement.

"I wasn't snitching, I was- I'm just-"

"Cleaning the floor? Do, please, enlighten me."

With a sigh Elspeth accepted defeat. "I just don't like being left out," she said in a small voice, slowly rising to her feet.

"If that's your issue, _maybe _if you were to - oh I don't know - stop being caught in these silly situations, then I'd consider keeping you in the loop," he said. "Now if you don't mind."

And with a shooing gesture from Tom, Elspeth retreated for the second time back into her bedroom.

Later that night once Elspeth caught him safely alone, Tom seemed rather happy to hear of her success in getting permission to leave the house. Much to her delight, he seemed so happy in fact, that he seemed to have forgotten about her eavesdropping. Upon Elspeth sharing the news, he gave one of his rare genuine smiles. However, the plan had one vital flaw - travelling by Floo from the living room while nobody else was there. The punishment that would incur if Elspeth was heard saying any other address than Dimitri's, she didn't want to think about.

"Well, you'll have to figure it out, won't you?" Tom said after he had pointed out the problem.

"While you sit up here polishing off your homework? You're the one who wants to go into town, not me. Why don't _you _figure it out?" Elspeth snapped before she could stop herself. She immediately could feel the blood rush to her cheeks. However she did not regret snapping; why should she do all the hard work while he enjoyed his _restful _holiday?

He stared at her with raised his eyebrows and remained silent; Elspeth suddenly felt herself changing her mind about feeling regretful. "Sorry," she muttered, as the awkward atmosphere almost grew too much to bear. "We'll just have to leave early in the morning, I suppose, before everyone else is up. Nan will be angry, but not as angry as if we were caught."

Tom nodded and returned his gaze to his homework.

"Why did you want to stay here if you're only going to ignore me?" Elspeth asked shortly afterwards when the silence became too much, wondering how far she could push his patience.

"We've been through this," he said irritably, not looking from his book.

Her moods from the last two days seemed to all weigh down on her at once. How dare he think it acceptable to ignore her? After giving him a whole week of her break, how dare he think it alright to spend more time with Aldrego than her? She, who was risking her family's approval by sneaking out? She, who was wasting a valuable day by accompanying him on a pointless adventure to a small town?

Before she could stop herself, she marched over to the desk that Tom sat at, and pulled his parchment out from under his quill. She scrunched it up into her fist, and crossed the room as quickly as she could. She opened the small window and tossed the parchment out into the snow as far as she could, and slammed the window shut with a satisfying bang. She exhaled the breath that she had been holding and turned back to face Tom.

He remained at the desk with his eyes closed in frustration. He dropped his quill onto the desk and lifted his fingers to massage his temples. Slowly, he opened his eyes and moved his hand. By the time Elspeth realised what he was doing, he had already waved his wand subtly, the door closing as a result.

"Has anybody ever informed you," Tom started with a chillingly calm voice, "of what an irritating, _stupid _little girl you are?"

Elspeth let out another huff. "Yes," she said determinedly. "And trust me, I could be worse!"

His eyes turned to her, his glare causing her determination to waver. He slowly rose from where he was seated, his eyes not leaving hers. He moved towards her, each clunk of his shoes against the floor pronounced. Elspeth made a conscious effort to keep her chin up.

"Are you _unhappy _with the way your break is going?" He finally asked when he was a few steps away from her.

"Y-yes!" Elspeth replied, confidence wavering. "I don't like being ignored!"

"You don't seem to like a lot of things," he commented innocently. He took another step forward. "Would you rather I leave you here, travel with your brother instead?" He took another step forward, and gently started to fiddle with a lock of her hair.

"N-no."

"Perhaps," he started, his hand moving to stroke her cheek. "You'd prefer that I bring your brother along, make our trip a family trip?"

Her breath sped up, his proximity flustering her.

"What a shame that would be," he continued as she didn't reply, his voice lowering. His hand migrated downwards and grasped her neck. "The beloved Karkaroff twins out on a family day trip, only to end in tragedy as little Elspeth never returns home by the hand of big brother," his grip tightened around her neck as he spoke.

Elspeth gasped as his grip blocked her windpipe, her eyes wide.

"No? That doesn't sound any better to you?" He asked rhetorically in a whisper. "Then I suggest that you _do-not-test-me_."

With a final squeeze, he released her neck and crossed back to the other side of the room. Elspeth bent over and gasped in as much air as she could, her pulse pounding in her ears.

"And I'll be needing my essay back, if you don't mind."

With a glare sent towards the back of Tom's head, Elspeth rushed back out of the room into safety to go and fetch the ball of parchment out of the snow.

The next morning, Elspeth and Tom snuck down to the living room at precisely 6am. After their argument, Elspeth had no intention to provoke him any further and was sure to be spot on time. Much to her surprise, they made it into the living room without any detection from the rest of her family.

"I'll go first," Tom said, approaching the fireplace in the back corner of the room. They would be travelling to a small pub in the heart of Little Hangleton called The Hanged Man.

"But, don't you think the muggles will find it odd that we'll be appearing in a pub fireplace at 6 o'clock in the morning?" Elspeth whispered to Tom as he approached the fireplace. It wasn't the first time she had expressed her concerns with the plan.

"You worry too much. There shouldn't be anyone else there. As long as you don't crash into anything and cause a scene, we'll be fine." he whispered. He bowed his head to fit inside of the fireplace and grabbed a handful of powder from the pot sitting in front of the hearth.

"The Hanged Man," he said firmly in a low voice. Green flames erupted around Tom's figure and he disappeared.

A small panic rose in Elspeth; had he been too loud? Had his voice carried up the stairs? What was that creaking, was Nan getting up and about to catch her?

She hurried into the fireplace and repeated Tom's process as fast as she could, keeping a clear image of the dingy pub in her mind. With great effort, she kept her elbows in as closely to her body as she could, keeping watch for the familiar den of the pub. With an oomph, she toppled out of the fireplace which she had landed in forcefully, hitting her knee on the edge in the process.

She was greeted with a frown from Tom who clearly was not surprised that she'd managed to hurt herself. "Come on, quickly," he whispered, taking hold of her robe sleeve and tugging her towards the exit. As they approached the door, Tom cursed under his breath upon finding the door locked. He pulled out his wand and tapped it, unlocking the door.

"The Ministry will know you're using magic!" Elspeth protested once they were safely outside the pub.

"They'll know magic was used around an underage witch or wizard. They won't know it was _us,_" he explained. "Now come on," he lead her down the hill towards an open square of the village. Elspeth had memories visiting her grandparents as a child and coming down here to the muggle markets with them, although the scenery had drastically changed. Now, covered in snow, without any stalls and with the sun just beginning to rise, it seemed almost like a different village.

"We'll wait over here," Tom guided her over to a bench over by the medium sized building that Elspeth knew was the town hall.

"What are we waiting for?" Elspeth asked as she wiped the residual frost off of the bench.

"Daybreak," Tom said simply.

"And are you going to tell me why we're here yet?"

"I don't think so."

They sat and waited. Elspeth snuggled as tightly as she could into her robes, yet the wind seemed to pass straight through. Her teeth involuntarily began to chatter.

"Must you?" Tom asked irritably, glaring from the corner of his eye.

"I'm s-s-sorry," she chattered. "It's so c-c-cold."

After what felt like a very awkward couple of hours, Tom finally seemed satisfied by the amount of sunlight. Moving after being stiff in the cold for so long felt painful, as soon as Elspeth put her weight on her left leg, she tripped straight over.

"It's like travelling with a child," said Tom as he extended a hand to help her up. "Can I trust you to walk now?" He continued after he had steadied her on her feet.

"Yes," Elspeth responded quietly, thinking that at least her face now felt warm for blushing.

He lead her across the square and down an alley, passing groups of muggles on their way. Elspeth noticed that some of them were staring, and it was only when they bumped into an older man that she realised they were staring at Tom.

"Good day, sir! What brings you down into town-" he broke off upon looking at Tom more closely. "Oh - I'm sorry, I thought you were somebody I know. You look awfully like- never mind." The man hurried away.

It was a rare sight to see confusion on Tom's face. "What was _that _about?" Elspeth asked quietly once they were away from any other muggles.

Tom frowned. "I'm not sure," he eventually said without elaborating.

They continued down a small cobbled street where a hedge fence began. Tom directed her down a small path, walled on each side by high hedges. The path went on and on, until grass and weeds began to grow through the path and snow, appearing like no one came this far very often. The trees surrounding the path grew thicker and darker, looming over frighteningly. Tom stopped walking abruptly.

"Alright. This is where you will wait. I'll return shortly. If I'm not back in an hour, head back to the village," he instructed before turning to continue up the path. It took a moment for his words to sink in.

"...wait. Wait!" Elspeth called. "You're leaving me _here_? Why couldn't I have waited in the village?" Elspeth didn't want to admit that the scenery here frightened her.

"I'll be back shortly. Don't worry," and with that he left her alone.

Elspeth stood in disbelief. What was the point in dragging her all this way if he was just going to run off by himself? _Stupid boy, _she thought to herself. _Never even considers what _I _want. Never bothers to _ask_. Stupid, stupid, stupid. _

As the minutes dragged on, Elspeth grew more and more bitter. She dug out some snow next to the now shaggy hedge and sat, the damp slowly seeping through her robes.

"What have you gotten yourself into?" She whispered to herself. She occupied her thoughts with her warm bed at Hogwarts, all the plants she would soon be returning to in Herbology, the N.E.W.T.s she would soon have to face. When she reached a particularly dramatic moment of her daydream of Dolohov fighting with Tom over her, she heard faint footsteps in the distance. She sat up straight, keeping her eyes down the dark path, looking for any signs of movement. The footsteps grew louder, and sounded like they were speeding up. Elspeth got up quickly and drew her wand, ready for what must surely be a troll to round the corner.

She jumped as a figure emerged from the bushes, and was very relieved to see it was Tom rather than a troll. However as he grew closer, her fear grew again. He looked angry, angrier than she had ever seen before. His jaw was clenched, fist tight around his wand, eyes wide. As he approached her, he didn't make eye contact, didn't slow down. He roughly caught hold of her hand and pulled her along with him, his grip tight.

"Tom?" Elspeth squeaked as she hurried to keep up. "Tom, where are we going? What happened?" He didn't slow down, reminding her of the night he had dragged her into the Forbidden Forest.

He pulled her forcefully further down the path and took a turn downhill, a different direction in which they came. As the declined further and further, Elspeth could make out large a manor in the distance.

"One more stop," he growled.


	16. In Which an Atrocious Act is Committed

Elspeth had to jog to keep up with Tom. He stormed down the hill in a fury, gripping her arm much too tightly. A solid object pressed painfully onto her wrist; a ring, perhaps?

"Where are we going?" Elspeth asked again. Tom still remained silent.

He dragged her all the way to the bottom of the hill, crossing a shallow, frozen-over creek at the bottom of the valley. Elspeth was about to ask him to slow down as they climbed back up the path on the next hill when Tom pulled to an abrupt stop.

"Wait here," he commanded in such a tone that Elspeth didn't dare protest. The look in his eyes was terrifying, murderous.

He finally released her wrist and stormed off toward the manor atop of the hill without looking back. Once he had disappeared from view, Elspeth dawdled up the path (which was also flanked by hedges) to a nicer looking spot where she could see the manor over the bushes. She slowly poked her head up and peered over, Tom nowhere in sight. He must have gone in.

_But how? _She thought to herself. _Did Tom know muggles? Living here? Had he broken in? Maybe the manor was deserted._

She sat down again and waited, her mind running wild with possibilities of what he might be up to. What had happened on their first stop to make him so angry? What if he was having secret meetings with the others from Hogwarts? Was he meeting dark wizards, possibly from Grindelwald's movement? If so, why would he need to stop twice?

After waiting for a long ten minutes, she heard a sound that made her heart race. A scream, dulled by the distance, coming from the manor. She stood abruptly, adrenaline coursing through her veins. The manor looked just as it had previously; quiet, no sign of activity. But Elspeth had definitely heard that scream.

She slowly walked up the path towards the handsome manor, fighting internally whether to stay hidden behind the hedge or disobey Tom and investigate. Another dull scream filled the air and made her decision for her. She ran towards the manor, wand in hand. What if Tom was hurt? What if he never came back out? Her family would never forgive her, what if it got her expelled? Again?

She raced up the stairs to the front door, not bothering to knock. Thankfully as she yanked on the door handle, she found that it wasn't locked. It took her eyes a moment to adjust to the dim lighting inside. The windows were covered with thick, luxurious curtains, the only light came from flickering candles. The manor was just as impressive on the inside, a very wealthy family obviously occupied it. The entrance hall was empty, although the air carried the sound of a deep voice coming from the left wing of the house. Elspeth hurried towards it, focusing in on where the sounds were coming from. She pushed through a partially open door off of the hallway, sure that the source of the voice must be inside.

Elspeth's stomach lurched as she took in the occupants of the room, a scenario she had never imagined awaited her. There stood Tom on the far side, his wand arm pointed on a mass hovering over another figure. On the couch of the room lay an old man, who took the appearance of sleeping, aside from his open, unseeing eyes. The old man was dead.

Elspeth gasped involuntarily, Tom's eyes snapping to her. His nostrils flared, his expression one of pure fury. She could have sworn as he glared at her that his eyes flashed red. The figure hunched over in the centre of the room followed his gaze, staring at her also. It was an elderly woman in tears by the side of another lifeless figure who became visible upon her moving. Even in death, Elspeth could see a resemblance to Tom.

"_Why,_" Tom breathed, his voice menacing. "_Am I not surprised?_" His wand was still pointed at the elderly woman, although his glare was reserved for Elspeth.

The woman looked towards Elspeth with fear, not letting go of the man beside her. "Please," she whimpered. "Please, help me..."

Elspeth's eyes dashed between Tom's and the woman's, only stopping when Tom broke out in a smile; she found his smile frightening than his glares.

"No," he started, his voice sounding happier but just as menacing. "You know what? You want to be included so badly? Well, here's your chance." He crossed the room towards her, his wand not moving from the old woman who whimpered again. Elspeth's heart seemed to want to break out of her chest and run for cover as he approached her. He put his other hand into his pocket and drew another wand out - his wand, Elspeth realised. He must have been using another wand previously. He handed the other wand to Elspeth, pointing the one belonging to him back at the woman.

"Here. Take it," he ordered in a whisper. She did as he asked and he circled around her, stopping behind her. He was so close that she could feel his warm breath on the back of her neck. "Do it. You know the spell," his whisper came out seductive, his mouth centimetres from her ear. His arm that was free trailed around her side, gently moving across her waist.

She didn't need to be told which spell he meant. He was right; she did know it. Her father had coached her into killing a rabbit when she was only fourteen. But this was different. This was a person, a living, breathing woman with family.

"She'll thank you for it. The rest of her family is dead. Leaving her without them would be _cruel_," he whispered as if listening to her thoughts. His hand tightened on her waist. "_Do it._"

"I-I can't," she muttered, breathing deeply.

"Yes, _you can. _You want to prove yourself so badly? You want power just like your parents? I'm giving you the chance."

She raised her wand, pointing it in the same direction as his, arm shaking. Her mind thought back to the anger she had felt learning the spell with her father - it had been easy around him, as far as fathers go, Abram had been quite the tyrant. The anger was not so different from that which Tom made her feel; anger clouded by attachment.

"_I can't._"

The elderly woman was no longer looking at them. She was sobbing over the body beneath her, repeating "_Tom... No, Tom... My son..."_

Tom seemed to grow angrier by the woman crying. He pressed his body into Elspeth's, his hand trailed up to grasp her neck.

"_If you don't do it, I'll make you do it. _You know I will," his whispers were no longer seductive. "And I'll make sure it's much worse for _both _of you. _Do it. DO IT!_"

She felt like she wasn't in control of her body. She focused as hard as she could, tears escaping from her eyes as the internal battle fought on. Her father's commands, so similar to Tom's, echoed in her mind, her heart hammered like it had never hammered before.

With a clear mind that focused only on the magic within her and the memories of her father egging her on, she spoke the words Tom craved to hear, "_avada kedavra!"_

A flash of green filled the room, the spell colliding with the woman's back. She hardly moved on impact, slumping slightly further over her son.

After a very long and very silent few seconds, the sound of a wand falling to the floor echoed in the large drawing room. Elspeth followed the wands lead, falling to her knees on the floor. Her hands rushed up to cover her mouth as she willed the last few moments to reverse themselves.

From behind her, Tom let out a breath of air and slowly began to laugh lowly in disbelief. "I didn't think you'd _actually _do it," his tone was filled with a sickening amusement and he continued to laugh.

The moments blurred, Elspeth's head spun. She wasn't sure how long she remained on the floor staring blankly at the woman's body. _What have I done?_ She thought over and over.

While still laughing, Tom picked up the wand and reached out for Elspeth's hand. "Come on," he commanded harshly. "Come on, get up."

She didn't take his hand.

"Come _on,_" he pulled her hand away from her face and dragged her up, his tone losing its amusement. "We can't stay here. We have to move."

Elspeth let herself be dragged, back to the entrance of the manor where Tom proceeded to lock the door. He quickly pulled her close to him and turned on the spot. Had she been paying any attention to his actions, she might have realised what he was doing, or at the very least she would have questioned it. However, the sudden blackness and tightening of her whole body took her completely off guard. Her breath was forced out of her, she felt the strangest sensation of her eyes being pushed back too far into her skull.

It ended as quickly as it began and it took a moment for her eyes to adjust to her new surroundings. She found herself back in the cold outdoors, in a patch of trees which held a small shack in its clearing. She didn't even look at Tom before she rushed to a tree and proceeded to vomit in a bush at its base. She gasped for air, her face painfully cold as her tears slowly began to solidify onto her skin. She remained hunched over, the flash of green light replaying over and over in her mind.

"Really?" Asked Tom in disgust as he exited the shack in a hurry. Elspeth had not noticed him go in. "We have to hurry," he pressed.

Elspeth breathed deeply. "Who was she?" She asked in barely a whisper through her panting.

"Now is not the time, we need to return to the town."

Elspeth remained hunched over by the large tree, unwilling to move. Her tears sped up along with her gasps for air.

"We need to go quickly," he urged.

Elspeth still didn't respond.

"_Pull yourself together!_" Tom spat. "There's plenty of time for this later!"

When she still didn't reply, he approached her and made her stand straight. He let out a sound of irritation and rolled his eyes upon seeing her face and brought out his wand.

"_Imperio."_


	17. In Which Flesh is Burned

Elspeth had very little recollection of the journey home. Tom's smooth voice would echo in her mind and she happily did everything it asked. How sweet it was, not having to think - Tom's musical voice gave her all the thought and direction she needed. She remembered passing back through the village where they avoided as many muggles as possible, and making a scene in the pub so that Tom could enter the fireplace without being noticed. Once she was left alone, it was far more difficult to get a clear window for travelling home, but after about twenty minutes she managed. She vaguely remembered greeting her family and gushing over the adorable baby girl whom she had never met whilst avoiding Aldrego like the plague. Had she been in any state to think for herself, she would have found it amusing that Tom had no idea how to make her seem normal enough to avoid Aldrego noticing the curse that she was under.

However she did not recall Tom leading her up to her bedroom and placing her on the bed. So, when her free thought rushed back to her and she found herself held in place by Tom's strong grip, she was rather shocked. Everything came bursting back into her mind with a force while her body slumped back to its normal resting slouched position.

It took a moment to comprehend all that had happened, where she was, how she got there. Tom stared at her with an odd expression - worry? - and didn't release his hold. Elspeth stared back for a moment.

Without caring what the repercussions could be, Elspeth quickly forced her arm out of Tom's grip, and proceeded to punch him in the arm as hard as she could.

"How - could - you!?" Each syllable was punctuated with a punch. "You - _evil_ -"

"Stop!" Tom interrupted, catching her next punch in his hand. "_Stop! _Be quiet! You know that I won't hesitate to put you under again."

"How could you?" Elspeth continued in a much quieter tone, shooting a swift kick at Tom's shin.

"I tried to get you to move by choice, remember? We needed to go, and you wouldn't budge. It was the only way to get back. Be grateful that I didn't leave you there."

Elspeth grunted and tried to kick his shin again, though this time he expected it and narrowly avoided it. "Besides, look at how you're carrying on now," Tom continued. "You would have been a mess all the way through Little Hangleton. It would have drawn unnecessary attention."

"'Unnecessary attention'? _Unnecessary attention?_ Like the unnecessary attention of murdering three muggles?!" Elspeth's demanded, barely managing to keep her voice at a whisper.

Tom frowned. "Not at all," he responded quietly, his voice perfectly calm. "Our tracks are covered. There's no reason for any attention to be on us."

"How on earth are our tracks covered?" Elspeth insisted.

"I've dealt with it, that's all you need to know. Trust me."

"'Trust you'," Elspeth scoffed and looked away from him. "She called that man 'Tom'. He looked like you. They were your family, weren't they?" Her voice had softened to a whisper, hardly able to speak the words. A lump seemed to have risen up in her throat.

"That's none of your concern," Tom replied eventually.

"How can you say that?" Elspeth said, her eyes snapping back to his. "After everything that happened? After what I _did_ for you? Don't you think I deserve answers?"

"No," his voice was firm, suddenly laced with anger.

Elspeth rolled her eyes while Tom sighed simultaneously. "Here," he said reaching out for her hand after a pause, his mood shifting suddenly.

"What are you doing?" Elspeth asked as he pulled her arm closer and rummaged in his pocket, drawing out his wand. On her hand she felt the cool pressure of a large ring she hadn't seen before on his middle finger. It was topped with a red stone which almost looked like it had scratches on its surface.

"You're right," Tom said eventually, drawing back her sleeve on her arm. "You deserve something for your efforts. You did _kill _for me after all. That makes you the first." His words initiated a wave of nausea.

He grinned his chilling smile and touched the skin on her forearm with his wand. Elspeth, sick in her stomach, began to protest when she was interrupted by his intricate incantations. Elspeth stared as nothing seemed to happen, growing more confused as Tom stopped chanting, his wand still making contact with her arm.

And then the pain hit. A burning pain unlike any pain she had felt before coursed through her arm. The feeling of a burning knife slicing through her skin shot through her forearm. She let out an involuntary yell, which was quickly silenced by a charm from Tom. Her eyes widened as she saw what looked like black ink travel from Tom's wand into her own skin. It slithered along her forearm, resting in the form of a snake, lacing itself through a skull. With a final flick of the snake's tail, the mark stilled and faded from black to a deep red.

"_What did you do?!_" Elspeth demanded as her voice was returned to her. She pulled her arm from Tom's grasp in a hurry and backed away, looking at the marking in horror.

Tom grinned. "It's perfect," his excited eyes didn't leave her forearm.

Elspeth glanced up at Tom, her expression of horror not leaving her face.

"_What-did-you-do?_" She demanded more forcefully.

"It links you to me," Tom said as if it were most obvious. "Here," he tugged on his own sleeve and revealed the same mark imprinted on his forearm. With his other hand, he touched the mark gently. At his touch, the mark turned black, the snake seeming to respond to his touch. A moment later, the mark on Elspeth's arm burned, a duller pain than the one from the initial marking.

"Ah!" Elspeth was taken off guard by the image of her bedroom flashing through her mind. She felt a pulling sensation from her own mark towards Tom.

"What was _that?_"

"It allows me to summon you," Tom was fully grinning. "And you to summon me, in times of need."

It took a few moments for his words to sink in. _It links you to me_, he had said. "What? _Why would you do that?!_"

"Oh come now," Tom started, a smirk tugging at his lips. "Don't you like my gift to you?"

"I- gift? _This _is the gift you told us about?" Elspeth felt petty, to say the least. She had killed a woman in cold blood and not even a day later here she was feeling short-changed. She'd dreamed of the day she'd make her parents proud, of following in their footsteps. But actually using the dark magic that had taken hold of her parents felt sickening.

"Is it not satisfactory? You're the first one I've given it to. You've earned my trust, just as you desired. You should be _honoured_," the amusement didn't leave Tom's face.

"It's just- it's just not how I thought it'd be," she whispered, guilt weighing down heavily. She looked intently at her own shoes, unable to meet Tom's eyes. The sound of the woman pleading echoed in her mind.

"Did you think I'd _praise_ you?" Tom asked quietly. He didn't sound amused anymore. "Did you think I'd _thank _you? As if I _owe _you something?"

"No-"

"What troubles you then?" He reached out a slender hand and pulled her chin up. As she realised what he was doing, she thought as hard as she could of nothing but the day in Little Hangleton. But the more she tried to hide her disappointment in how he had shown her no affection and no gratitude, the more readily it slipped back in to her mind.

Tom dropped his hand, and smirked, letting out an almost-laugh.

Elspeth looked away quickly, feeling her cheeks heat up. She knew she was foolish. Even after the day's events she couldn't help the draw she felt to him. She could feel his proximity as he stepped closer, her heart skipping.

"I trust, today will stay between us?" he asked melodically. Elspeth glanced up, seeing he was closer than she'd first thought. He had an expression of pure innocence, looking back at her intently.

"Of course," Elspeth nodded far too enthusiastically.

"Not a soul will hear of it?"

"No! I'd never-" Elspeth's heart rate was on the rise. Due to his closeness or his unspoken threats, she wasn't sure. "You have my word."

Tom leaned in, almost close enough for his nose to brush against hers. His dark eyes bore into Elspeth's, so deep she almost feared drowning in them.

"_Good_," he whispered. And then he closed the gap between them, pressing his lips to hers.

Elspeth was so shocked, it took her a moment to realise what was happening. His kiss wasn't gentle, his arm snaked around her waist and gripped tightly, threateningly. As she responded, he gripped tighter, his other hand rising to hold the back of her neck. To an onlooker, they would've seemed to be a passionate young couple.

Elspeth's mind ran wild. _He's kissing me, by choice, behind closed doors. He's actually _kissing _me. _It may not have been as sweet as she would have hoped, but she still couldn't help but smile as they kissed. _Maybe he _does _really like me, maybe Dolohov was wrong. _

As she smiled against Tom's lips, his teeth nicked her, hard. Too hard to be an accident. At that very same moment, the sound of the door opening echoed through the bedroom.

"Hey El-" Aldrego had entered the room, obviously in a hurry. "Oh," he broke off, seeing Elspeth pull away from Tom. Tom however, seemed unphased by Aldrego's sudden appearance. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to- I'll just-"

"Not to worry," Tom interrupted smoothly. "I was just leaving."

He smirked at Elspeth once more before removing his arm from around her waist slowly. He headed for the door, shooting Aldrego a smile as he passed.

Once Tom had left the room, Aldrego hurriedly closed the door. For a moment he said nothing, gaping at Elspeth not unlike a fish.

"Are you _out_ of your _mind?_" He eventually questioned. "What are you thinking? You're lucky it was me who came up here, if Nan caught you, you'd never hear the end of it! She would demand you marry! Besides, _what was that? _'It's nothing, it's nothing', you keep saying. That was _not_ nothing!"

"I mean that it's nothing _serious,_ Drego. It's part of the plan, you know, with shaking off Dumbledore. It's just a show," Elspeth explained in a small voice, blushing profusely.

"A show. You expect me to believe that it's _a show?! _Do you have old Dumbledore stashed away under your bed or something?" He asked, dripping with sarcasm. "_It doesn't look like a show to me!_"

Elspeth stood leaning on the wall, remaining silent and avoiding eye contact.

"What happened at Dimitri's, anyway? You've seemed strange since you got back," Aldrego continued.

"I told you, we met the baby, had lunch, and played with the baby some more, that's all," Elspeth said in a hurry, "I'm fine."

Aldrego stared back, a frown firm on his face. "Look, you don't have to tell me _everything_, I understand, but I'm your brother. If you need help, you can come to me."

"I appreciate that, but I don't need any help."

"It didn't look that way to me when I walked in here," he retorted with a sigh, before getting up and leaving Elspeth alone.

Once she was finally by herself, she closed the door in a hurry and let out one of the biggest sighs of relief of her life. She made her way to the side of the bed and sat, curling her legs up. She ran her fingertip over her lips, stopping where Tom had nicked her. Drawing her hand away, she saw that she was bleeding.

_Had he done it on purpose?_

Elspeth mulled over the twisted events of the last day, almost feeling numb. She'd been wanting to kiss Tom again for so long, fantasising about it since getting caught in the corridor by Dumbledore. Yet, she felt wrong, dirty. The way he'd held her so tightly that it was almost painful and cut her lip felt as though it was a warning just as much as it was a reward. Maybe his kiss _was _part of the show after all. Maybe this part of it wasn't for Dumbledore at all. Maybe it was for her.


	18. In Which Elspeth Pushes Some Buttons

Elspeth couldn't sleep. The last week of the Christmas break had passed in slow motion, the days dragged and felt like weeks. After Tom had left, Elspeth had all but locked herself away in her bedroom, unable to deal with her family. Olga and Yury may not be the fastest brooms in the cupboard, but even they were growing worried about Elspeth's demeanour.

It had been nine days since their trip to Little Hangleton, and nine nights of evasive sleep. Her eyes burned in their sockets as she laid in her bed staring at the dark ceiling. The crisp air of the winter's night whistled through the trees outside of her window, disturbing the otherwise silence of the house. The whistling echoed in her mind, mimicking the sounds of the screams that haunted her increasingly rare sleep. She'd replayed the day in the manor over and over in her head more times than she could count, each time willing for time to reverse itself. But it never did - the woman was still dead and it was still by her own hand.

What was worse, was that whenever her mind gave her a break from rethinking her trip to Little Hangleton, she couldn't stop mentally replaying the night in her bedroom when Tom had kissed her. It was driving her crazy. What did it _mean_? And why hadn't he done it again before he left?

Groaning in frustration, Elspeth rolled out of bed and lit the lantern on her bedside table. She approached her school trunk and sifted through it for what seemed like the hundredth time. Her lack of sleep was making her overly anxious about returning to Hogwarts the following morning, and she had been obsessively packing and unpacking, determined to keep busy. She refolded her cloaks and skirts, reorganised her quills and parchment, and counted her potions ingredients over and over to make sure she had everything.

After what must have been over an hour, the first patch of sunlight of the day appeared over the horizon. By this point, Elspeth was waiting most impatiently for the day to start and proceeded to hurry out of the room.

Being the first one up in the morning had become the usual over the last week. She started on breakfast for the rest of her family, preparing far too much for the four of them in a bid to keep busy.

"Smells good," Aldrego said, stifling a yawn as he entered the kitchen.

"Have as much as you want," Elspeth said through the slice of toast in her mouth.

"Merlin knows there's enough," Aldrego said as he helped himself to the eggs. "Still not sleeping then?"

"No," Elspeth murmured. "Once we're back, I'm sure I'll feel better."

"At least you might be able to get some sleeping draught from Madam Beckett."

"You think?"

"Oh yeah, she's far kinder than the Matron at Durmstrang. She was really good with my burns." Spirits lifted, Elspeth set about tidying up. She still hadn't told Aldrego about her trip with Tom, however she figured complaining about her lack of sleep was safe enough.

The morning passed rather quickly once the twins' grandparents were up. Come 10.30am, they were back on the way to King's Cross.

"You're sure you're feeling up to returning to school, dear?" Olga pestered as they made their way to the barrier between platforms 9 and 10. "You haven't been looking too well lately, I'd be happy to take care of you at home."

"Don't worry Nan," Elspeth said, stifling a yawn.

"Are you sure? It's really no trouble at all, I'd be happy to -"

"Nan! I'm fine, I promise."

"Well alright, if you insist. Stay out of trouble, will you?" She called as Elspeth began walking away to the barrier. Elspeth waved in response, thinking to herself that it was far too late to follow her Nan's advice.

"_Finally,_" Aldrego said excitedly as they were left on their own on the other side of the barrier. He led the way down the platform, whether he was looking for a compartment or Walburga, Elspeth wasn't sure. She followed along absentmindedly, hardly able to overcome her tiredness.

"Oh, _hi!_" Elspeth heard Walburga before she saw her. Sure enough, Aldrego had lead them over to a compartment where she was talking to a younger fellow Slytherin in the doorway.

"How was the rest of your break? Have you met Orion? Aldrego, Elspeth, this is Orion, a cousin of mine. He's a second year," she spoke in a hurry.

"Good to meet you," Orion said shyly with a nod. "I should be going. I'll see you around." Orion brushed past with a timid smile and disappeared back into the crowd of students on the platform.

As Elspeth loaded her trunk and Gypsy into the compartment, she looked back over the students. Almost immediately her eyes met the dark eyes of Tom, who stood further towards the end of the train. Straight away she noticed something was different. _He _was different. It had only been a week since she had last seen him, and yet the difference was startling. He looked like he too hadn't slept, and he surely looked slimmer, his cheeks appearing slightly more hollow. She could have sworn his eyes looked slightly lighter, too, although it may have been the light. They didn't hold eye contact for long. With a wink, he turned and disappeared back into the crowd.

Elspeth slowly took a seat opposite Walburga and Aldrego, feeling sick to her stomach.

The trip to Hogsmeade went far more smoothly than any of the scenarios Elspeth had imagined. No one stormed in and accused her of murder. No one asked too many questions about her time at home (aside from Walburga's endless questions about her new relationship). Much to her relief, Tom didn't even make an appearance, apparently far too busy with prefect duties.

"I'll catch up with you later," Elspeth told her brother as they made their way up to the carriages. Elspeth jogged ahead and caught up with the small group of Slytherins ahead of them.

"Karkaroff, hey!" Said Dolohov as he noticed her. "I didn't see you on the train."

"I was down the end with Drego and Walburga. How was your break? Have a nice slumber party with Malfoy?" Elspeth teased.

"Hey, it was better than staying here alone. Even Riddle didn't end up staying, though I'm sure you know _all _about that," he said with a grin and waggle of his eyebrows.

"What? I'm not sure-"

"Wally already told us that he stayed with you guys," Abraxas chimed in.

"Couldn't keep quiet for ten minutes, could she?"

"Nope," Dolohov said, popping the 'p'.

"He asked, you know. He needed to be away for the break, errands and things," Elspeth explained quietly, trying to save Dolohov's feelings.

"Yeah, yeah," Malfoy started with a grin. "We're sure he had loads of _errands_."

"Its fine Elspeth, don't worry," Dolohov reassured. However the sad smile he gave her didn't help Elspeth's worrying in the slightest.

The first night back at Hogwarts was one of Elspeth's best at the school. Dinner in the Great Hall once again surrounded by fellow students calmed her in a way her family did not. Of all of the Slytherins, only Dolohov noticed that something wasn't quite right with Elspeth. In a bid to cheer her up, he charmed his potatoes to dance along the table, forks as legs. Admittedly, his spell work wasn't perfect; one of the potatoes seemed very reluctant to dance indeed, and constantly fell off of the fork. Still, it brought on a genuine laugh, which had become a rare occurrence.

Again she couldn't help but wish that she returned Dolohov's affections. She was sure that if it wasn't for Tom, she would. He was kind, funny, and even attractive enough. Yet his competition was mysterious, frightening, darkly alluring. He was the bad boy, and as Elspeth had seen, he was serious. Surely, she was losing her mind.

Elspeth took her time to the Great Hall for breakfast the next day. The night before, she had retreated to her dormitory early in attempt to avoid as much conversation with the other girls as possible. She tucked into bed and lay awake for most of the night, sleep still avoiding her. The following morning, she dressed, showered and wandered the castle much earlier than necessary to investigate on the seventh floor corridor again. Much to her frustration, the long wall of the corridor was still just a wall - not a single door in sight.

She paid particular attention to the portraits lining the walls as she dawdled back down, taking the long way to the Great Hall. She slowed down even further as she wandered the maze that was the fourth floor, watching her feet and making a conscious effort not to step on any joins in the stone floor. Keeping occupied was the best way to keep her mind empty.

"Lovely morning isn't it?"

Elspeth's heart nearly stopped at the sound of the voice close behind her. "Merlin's pants!" She gasped. "Where did you come from?"

"The corridor, just there," Tom said, a smirk on his face. "You were off in your own little world, I see."

"Yes, I suppose I was," Elspeth replied quickly, looking back down at her feet.

"Have breakfast with me," he said suddenly.

"Oh," Elspeth stammered. "I was planning on meeting my brother."

"Is that why you were in such a _rush_ to get down to the Hall?" Tom asked with a smile.

Elspeth rolled her eyes and tried to keep walking. Tom overtook Elspeth quickly and stopped in front of her, blocking her path with his long arm. "Elspeth. Ellie. Can I call you Ellie? Are we not yet past this?"

"I-I don't know what you mean," Elspeth's cheeks flushed from his sudden proximity.

"Your skittish behaviour. I thought we made progress over the break, I really did," he said, sounding offended. "But yet you still tread on egg shells around me."

"It may have something to do with your _erratic _mood swings," Elspeth said before she could stop herself. He really did seem different. She'd thought, maybe, he was simply tired when she'd seen him at King's Cross. But now, up close a day later, he still seemed... off. His eyes looked tired, and now that she was so close to him she could see the dark rings under his eyes, emphasising how sharp his cheekbones suddenly looked.

She expected him to grow angry at her comment, make a snide comment in return, or a threat. Yet surprisingly, he simply smiled.

"We are similar, in that regard," he said thoughtfully. "Come on," he added, taking her off guard by taking her hand in his. He began walking, pulling her with him down the corridor in the direction of the Great Hall. His hand was cold and rough, the same ring that she noticed in Little Hangleton digging into her hand. It was strangely cold - as if it were drawing away the heat from her own hands.

"Why weren't you at dinner last night?" She questioned, once her nerves had settled down. It was a strange sight, being the only two in view on the grand staircase.

"I am thoroughly impressed by your speed when it comes to prying," Tom said dryly without looking at Elspeth.

"Well?" Elspeth urged, sounding more confident than she felt.

"I was with Professor Dumbledore. He called me into his office."

"He's still digging?"

"Somewhat. He thought it interesting that a few muggles by the name of Riddle had been found dead in their family home. However, I informed the Professor that as I am but an orphan with no known relatives, it is of little interest to me," Tom explained with bright eyes, his smirk close to becoming a rare, proper smile.

Elspeth did not share his happiness. Her stomach lurched, adrenaline coursed through her veins. "Wait - what?! How would he have known?" Elspeth choked out, stopping in her tracks. "Oh no, oh, oh no. He knows... But how could he know?"

"Calm yourself. He doesn't know a thing. He merely _suspects_," Tom said calmly, his thumb stroking the back of Elspeth's hand. "Besides, the ministry has already caught the crazed wizard who did it."

"Yet here you stand," Elspeth said dryly.

Tom's eyes narrowed. "A lone wizard who had a personal agenda against the family has confessed."

Elspeth's mouth popped open. "But how is that possible? Why would someone else confess to something they didn't -" Elspeth trailed off as her mind ran wild. "Unless... Unless they'd been cursed," Elspeth yanked her hand out of Tom's grip, staring at him in accusation.

"I'm not sure I follow," Tom said, raising his eyebrows innocently.

"If someone was cursed, not unlike the way was _I _was cursed on the way back home with you, they might think themselves guilty," Elspeth reasoned slowly, her eyes narrowed further.

"Are you accusing me, Miss Karkaroff? Would I ever do something so vile?"

_Yes, _Elspeth thought. Instead of giving a response, Elspeth merely huffed. "And we stopped at a dingy shack, twice," she thought out loud. "Why would we stop at a dingy shack Tom?"

"You know, you may not approve of my methods, dear Ellie, but I don't hear you complaining about not being in Azkaban," Tom pointed out, starting to descend down the stairs again.

To that, Elspeth had no reply.

It didn't take long for Elspeth to realise that Tom didn't just look a little different - he was acting stranger than usual too. During their classes on their first day back, Tom didn't answer a single question. He remained silent while the professors were left to hear the answers from the more average students. Much to Elspeth's surprise, he even stayed silent when Avery questioned why they were being taught how to turn vinegar into wine in Charms rather than in Transfiguration. She didn't even see an eye roll.

As they left the classroom under Dumbledore's watchful gaze, Elspeth pounced.

"Tom?" She asked as innocently as her voice would allow.

"Yes?" He replied, mimicking her tone.

"Is something wrong?"

"Why would something be wrong?"

"I just couldn't help but notice that you don't quite seem... Yourself?" Elspeth kept her eyes on her feet as they walked, feeling his gaze on her. As she didn't receive a response, she glanced up out of the corner of her eye to find him glaring at her.

"I just thought - if you needed - you know I'm here to talk," she forced herself to say.

To that, she received a laugh in response.

"What, are you a counsellor all of a sudden?"

"Tom!" A sweet voice interrupted from his other side. "How was your break? Did you have a nice birthday?"

_Birthday?_

None other than Cordelia had caught up with them on the journey to History of Magic and had linked her arm around Tom's.

"Yes, it was rather pleasant," he replied charmingly. "And how did Christmas treat the Lestrange's?"

"Excellently. Tell me, how does it feel to be of age? Can you feel it when the Ministry's trace is lifted?" Cordelia continued eagerly.

_Of age?_

"Not a thing. Although as I haven't received any letters informing me of my expulsion, I can assume-"

"Tom?" Elspeth interrupted loudly, unable to withhold her growing anger. "Can we have a word? _In private?_" She added for Cordelia.

"I'll catch up with you over dinner then," said Cordelia, as she fluttered her eyelashes. Elspeth scowled at the other girl before pulling Tom over to a quieter hallway.

"It was your birthday? You turned 17?" Elspeth questioned the moment they were alone. She had a hard time keeping her tone calm.

Tom nodded.

"When?"

"The end of December."

"So you're of age?"

"That does happens when one turns 17."

She exhaled a deep breath. "_And yet you didn't think to maybe wait a few days before risking our lives?!_"Elspeth gushed, feeling an awful lot like her grandmother.

"Whatever do you-"

"_You know exactly what I mean! _Couldn't you have gone alone? Couldn't you have waited until the trace was gone to _visit_ your family? Why did you have to drag me into it?!" Elspeth burst. "We could have been expelled, we could have gone to Azkaban, it's a miracle we didn't!"

"Lower your voice," Tom commanded slowly. "I've already explained why I didn't wish to go alone, and I turned 17 on the day I left you - it needed to happen sooner. Besides, as I've informed you, I have everything under control. No suspicion lies on us. Happy?"

"I most certainly am not!"

"Well, I fail to see how that's any of my concern," said Tom.

"Dumbledore suspects."

Tom's nostrils flared. "I am done hearing about Dumbledore."

She didn't know where her words came from. They erupted without thought - out of courage or madness, Elspeth wasn't sure. "You can't just ignore it! Mulciber was right you know, you said you'd take care of it, and yet you've done nothi-"

Her words were cut off by Tom's wand pressing almost painfully into her neck. "Hold. Your. Tongue." The manic look had returned to his eyes, the look that she'd seen that day in Little Hangleton. The same look she'd seen after she'd been tortured. But there was something else there, something different. Less emotion that normal, perhaps. Something else that made him seem... hollow.

"You will meet me tonight at the seventh floor corridor, 10 o'clock." He lifted his wand from her neck and slipped it back into his pocket. "Don't be late," and with that, he turned to walk away.

Elspeth released the breath she didn't realise that she had been holding. It took a few moments for her thoughts to catch up. "But that's after curfew! Not everyone is a prefect, you know. I'll be scrubbing trophies for another week!" She called just before Tom had reached the end of the hallway.

"Still not any of my concern," called Tom in response. He flashed her a quick smirk before disappearing around the corner.


End file.
